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Introduction 


Class is the most important explanatory category in social 
science. Class structures virtually all aspects of society, social con¬ 
flict, and historical development. Class position permeates not only 
economic life (both productive and consumption relationships), but 
also consciousness, culture, politics, and such ultimate and intimate 
things as life expectancy, sexual relations, marriage, religion, and the 
very possibilities of happiness and mental health. This volume 
explores the significance, depth, and breadth of the impact of class 
structures. 

The book first traces the origin and historical development of 
class structures. After showing that class is a relatively recent 
development in the history of Homo sapiens, the causes of the break¬ 
down of primitive equalitarianism are systematically treated. The 
concomitant origins of the state and the first class societies in the 
river valleys of the Middle East approximately 6,000 years ago are 
analyzed in depth, and the essential variety of developing class 
systems are then treated. Ancient slavery, modern slavery, serfdom, 
peasantry, and the origins of the distinctively capitalist form of class 
relations (which became dominant for the first time around the end 
of the eighteenth century) are examined in turn. 

The remainder of the early chapters of the book systematically 
define class and each of the major classes in contemporary' advanced 
capitalist society (capitalists, the petty bourgeoisie, and the working 
class), and then examine in considerable depth the recent historical 
development, economic basis, and tendencies toward social class forma¬ 
tion of each. The basic distribution of wealth and income, the nature 
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of the poor, the forms by which capital exercises economic power, the 
relationship between the old petty bourgeoisie and the new- middle 
class are ail treated at length. The trends in the size and composition 
of the basic classes, especially the petty bourgeoisie and the working 
class, are carefully examined. The fundamental transformations in 
both the forces of production and the forms of capital’s control of the 
labor process, which have shaped the position of the working class, 
are treated, as is the particular historical development of the U.S. 
working class. In these chapters as well as in most of the rest of the 
book, the discussion focuses on the class structure of the United 
States, with some comparative evidence brought in to demonstrate 
the generality of the conclusions drawn from this, by far the largest 
and most important of all advanced capitalist societies, in the mid- 
and late twentieth century. 

After a specification and examination of the basic classes of 
contemporary advanced capitalist society, the intergenerational link¬ 
age between one's class position and that of one's parents is examined 
to show that class position is in good part hereditary and that there 
is little difference among the advanced capitalist societies in this 
regard. To complete the demonstration of the centrality of class in 
affecting virtually all aspects of our lives, the impact of class on life 
expectancy, health, mental health, sexuality, friendship, leisure, 
crime, and general social and political attitudes is examined at length. 

The final chapters of the book focus on the relationship between 
race and class, and between patriarchy and the sexual division of 
labor and class. A theory of "race" relations is developed that clarifies 
groups socially labeled as distinct "races” as essentially being in 
special class positions in society that generate a discourse of racialism 

~ h P ^7? n0n ° ■ Lheir P 05 * 1 ' 015 ' ^e relations between people in 
such specia! class positions, and the various classes in the "majority” 

within 3 ^he X “raHaT ,3S ^ “JJ 6 deve,0 P ment of class differentiation 
discuss the nriuini * 4 °j PS ', The cha P ters on patriarchy and class 
thaMheSL f deve °P me J lt of Patriarchal structures, show- 

wLenVreL™?n S Ua!Uy the sexes is a P™»uct of 

patriarchal structures a r0dU i, Ct!0n ' T L hus ' underl y> n g both racist and 
TheThSSiw 7 l ° * relations of P^uction. 
enced hv Si ° f this , b<Mk h« heavily influ- 
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Karen Sacks, Eleanor Uacock'Va^'^H 1 ' 1 '™' Michael Burawoy, 
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,n a social structure defined '° n t i7 understandin g class as a position 
of production. ] n the last instance by the logic of modes 
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DEFINITIONS 

There are many different ways to define “class,” Some defini¬ 
tions focus on subjective factors (factors inside of the heads of people) 
while others focus on objective factors (which can be ascertained or 
measured without reference to what people think about themselves 
or other members of society). Some objective definitions focus on 
economic factors, others on generalized power, and still others on 
technical knowledge as the basis of social differentiation. Definitions 
that stress the economic in turn differ on whether it is "common 
market position,” income, consumption patterns, economic function/ 
contribution, or relation to the means of prcxiuction that is central. 

It is quite arbitrary how one defines “class.” One can define a 
class any way one pleases. However, some definitions are more use¬ 
ful than others as tools in the analysis of social structures, processes, 
and historical development. Some ways of looking at social structure 
clarify, while looking at social structure in other ways obscure. 
Which definition of class is most “correct” must be judged solely on 
the basis of which conceptualization of class structure best accounts 
for observable social differentiation in other phenomena, such as 
consciousness, culture, life-style, and above all, in political behavior. 

Just as there are many ways of conceptualizing classes, so too a 
wide variety of factors are seen as the cause of classes (or the 
dynamic of stratification). There are four principal materialist ap¬ 
proaches: first, functionalism, which sees inequality as necessary for 
the survival and prospering of all societies: second, the force theory, 
which sees force, ultimately superior military strength, as the basis 
of class and stratification; third, the organization/ideology theory, 
which sees control over information, organization, and ideology as 
central; and fourth, Marxist theories, which see class as an outgrowth 
of the logic of the mode of production. 

All of these approaches are essentially materialistic in their 
explanations because all trace the origin and reproduction of class/ 
strata to their material basis in either universal societal needs, mili¬ 
tary supremacy, ideological structures/organization, or control of the 
means of production. In addition to these materialist explanations 
there are also two principal types of idealist accounts of class/stratifi¬ 
cation: first, objective idealism, which sees class as a result of the 
development of ideas, attitudes or consciousness beyond the control 
of the individual, e.g., Hegel; and second, subjective idealism, which 
sees class as a state of mind of the individual that can be changed 
through an act of conscious will or social redefinition. Researchers 
in the former idealist tradition tend to utilize objective measures of 
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class consciousness to determine the layout of the classes (such as 
can be inferred from sample surveys), while those in the latter tradi¬ 
tion utilize the opinions of “informants" about their class position 
twhat is sometimes called the "emic" approach). Intermediate between 
the purely objective and purely subjective idealist approaches is the 
common approach of relying on others' opinions about an individual’s 
class position, e.g., the so called “reputional method" (made famous 
bv Llovd Warner),* 

There are those that take either a multidimensional or eclectic, 
and those that take essentially an unidimensional view of the problem 
of stratification within a society. The eclectic or multidimensional 
approach is common among those who define class in terms of market 
position'income,dife-stvie. They often tend to construct composite 
indexes of class in terms of some combination of income, education, 
job status, value of house, and so forth. Alternatively, many also 
tend to see “class” as only one dimension of a broader “social stratifi¬ 
cation" that includes components of class (economically defined), 
prestige or status, and political power. The socioeconomic status 
index {composed equally of measures of family income, years of 
education, and occupational prestige) is the most widely employed 
eclectic measure. 

Another aspect of the various modes of defining classes is 
whether or not they see an essential continuity in the class structure 
(or within social stratification), or whether or not they see classes as 
organic units fundamentally distinct from each other. This is espe¬ 
cially reflected in those that define class in terms of obviously contin¬ 
uous factors such as status/prestige, income, and education, and 
those that talk of "social stratification" rather than class. In such 
approaches, classes (or strata), since they are not organic or real 
social entities, are not generally seen as actors in society or historical 
development. Others do see classes as organic and active units in 
society and historical development. Such an approach is most likely 
to be true of those theories that define class in terms of political 

power economic function, market position, or relation to the means 
of production. 

T. ■ ^ arx ' st conceptualization of class is employed in this book. 
J!. W0 , u Can ' t J hUS ' ** considered as an attempt to demonstrate the 
e m e c ' ass analysis that defines class as a relation of 


Appendix at the end onh^book” ^ evaluatmn of these various approaches, see the 
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MARX’S CONCEPT OF CLASS 

Marx defined class as a relation of production: 

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations 
that are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of 
production which correspond to a definite stage of the development 
of their material productive forces. The sum total of these relations 
of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure and 
to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. ... At a 
certain stage of their development, the material productive forces of 
society come in conflict with the existing relations of production, 
or—what is but a legal expression for the same thing—with the 
property relations within which they have been at work hitherto 
(Marx 1859, pp. 362-63).* 

Relations of production are relationships of economic power or 
property. Social positions with the same relation to production, or the 
same relationship to property or economic power, are in the same 
class. Relations of production implies first, a quantitative dimension, 
or differences in power within the production process (property), i.e., 
who makes the decisions about what is produced, how it is produced, 
and how the product is distributed, who allocates and directs labor in 
the production process, and consequently, who obtains the economic 
benefit from the labor process (i.e., the degree of exploitation of the 
producing class by the dominant or property-holding class); and 
second, the quality of productive (property) relationships, or what is 
the specific nature of productive relations, and thus what is the 
specific form of exploitation (is exploitation of the producers achieved 
through slavery, serfdom, wage labor, tenancy, or by some other 
means). Productive relationships are those of masters and slaves 


*In 1846 Marx had argued: 

... as man develop their productive faculties, that is, as they live, they 
develop certain relations with one another and the nature of these relations 
necessarily changes with the modification and growth of the productive 
forces. . . . 

M. Proudhon has very well grasped the fact that men produce cloth, 
linen, silks. . . , What he has not grasped is that these men, according to 
their faculties, also produce the social relations amid which they prepare 
cloth and linen. Still less has he understood that men. who produce their 
social relations in accordance with their material productivity, also produce 
ideas, categories, that is to say, the abstract idea! expressions of these same 
social relations (Marx 1846, pp. 446-48). 
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who can be bought and sold; lords and serfs who are tied to the land, 
landlords and tenants who must pay a rent to those who monopolize 
the land' capitalists and free wage laborers who must sell their 


ability to labor or starve. . . ... 

Although Marx’s fundamental concept of class is purely objective— 

a class is defined bv its relationship to the means of production and 
produced by the logic of the mode of production-Marx differentiates 
between a class “fur sich” (a class for itself) and a class "an sich” (a 
class in itself). A class for itself is class conscious—that is. is aware 
of its interests and the social forces acting on it, thinks of itself as a 
group, and moreover, acts on the basis of this common feeling in 
pursuit of its collective interests. A class in itself is not class 
conscious, that is, neither understands its interests nor thinks of 
itself as a collectivity or class. In discussing the proletariat. Marx 
treats the difference between a proletarian class in itself and a 
proletarian class for itself: 


Economic conditions had first transformed the mass of the people of 
the country into workers. The combination of capital has created 
for this mass a common situation, common interests. This mass is 
thus already a class as against capital, but not yet for itself. In the 
struggle, of which w'e have noted only a few phases, this mass 
becomes united, and constitutes itself as a class for itself. The 
interests it defends become class interests (Marx 1847, p, 173). 


Since classes are social relations, there can be no such thing as a 
class in isolation. In order for there to be a class there must be at 
least two classes. Each form of class society typically has two major 
classes, one the complement of the other—the class that produces the 
basic wealth of society, and the class that controls the producers. 
Moreover, according to Marx the basic class dichotomy is the axis 
around which society develops: “Freeman and slave, patrician and 
plebian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, 
oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, 
earned on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now' open fight, a fight that 
eac time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at 

°!o!in common °f the contending classes" (Marx and 
Engels 1849, p. 34). 


t < nf C ^ ass soc ' et ' es ^ ave been characterized by fundamen- 

than ever m!Zat, ° n ’ “ societ y this dichotomization is purer 


distinctive tear ep0C i° bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this 
as a whole is ^ 11 h j £ sirap ^' ec * th e class antagonisms. Society 
more and more splitting up into two great hostile 
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camps, into two great classes directly facing each other Bourgeoise 
and Proletariat (Marx and Engels 1849, pp. 34-35) 

The position of capitalist is defined by the appropriation of sur¬ 
plus value from producers by means of wage labor—a capitalist buys 
labor power from those that can and must (because of their lack of 
property) sell it in order to live. The capitalist-wage laborer relation¬ 
ship on the one side generates capital and on the other proletarian¬ 
ization. 

The capitalist-proletarian relation constantly reproduces itself. 
The proletariat is forced to sell its labor power in order to purchase 
the necessities of life for themselves and their families. The capitalist 
appropriates the difference between their wages and the value pro¬ 
duced by workers. The capitalist thus acquires the means by which 
to purchase more labor power (thus accumulating capital, and becom¬ 
ing ever richer), while the proletarians, having consumed their wages, 
again have nothing, and thus must continue to sell their labor power: 

Capitalist production, therefore, of itself reproduces the separation 
between labour-power and the means of labour. It thereby repro¬ 
duces and perpetuates the condition for exploiting the labourer. It 
incessantly forces him to sell his labour-power in order to live, and 
enables the capitalist to purchase labour-power in order that he may 
enrich himself. . . . 

Capitalist production, therefore, under its aspect of a continuous 
connected process, of a process of reproduction, produces not only 
commodities, not only surplus-values, but it also produces and 
reproduces the capitalist relation; on the one side the capitalist, on 
the other wage-labourer (Marx 1867, pp. 577-78). 

Although much has changed since Marx’s day, including many 
things about capitalism and its class structure, Marx’s conceptual¬ 
ization of class is as valid today as it was in his time. Class 
structure rooted in the capitalist mode of production continues to 
permeate all aspects of contemporary society. 







2 _ 

The Historical Development of Class 

Inequality 


This chapter treats the historical origins of class inequality, 
slavery, serfdom, and the origins of modern capitalist class relations. 
Beginning with a discussion of the primitive equality of hunting and 
gathering societies (which were universal until about 10,000 years 
ago), it traces the slow evolution of social inequality through the 
chiefdoms of horticultural societies to the crystallized class structures 
of the early agricultural kingdoms. The economic origins of class 
inequality in the ecological necessity for water control as well as the 
role of transformed reciprocity networks in the process of creating 
classes, are examined. The conditions under which slavery arose as 
the predominate mode of production, both in the Ancient Greek and 
Roman world and in the Caribbean basin in modern times, are out¬ 
lined, as is the nature of the master-slave relationship and its con¬ 
tradictions. The historical origin and nature of serfdom is treated, 
and the relative efficiency of slavery, serfdom, and wage labor are 
compared. Last, the contradictions in the peasant mode of production 
as well as the characteristics of politically decentralized European 
socie y that gave rise to the growth and eventual hegemonv of capital- 
st class relations in that part of the world are analyzed. 


PRIMITIVE EQUALITARIAN SOCIETY 


£0 use woSen Hi« farmers 7** Simple hort >culturalists who began 
10.000 to 7000 pf gmg ^ 3CkS t0 cultivate the earth in the period 
cSrilT-LL. 1 " ,he ™ of the Near East. This 

h lhc , *« ln " ln g of the Neolithic ace the age of refined 
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stone tools. Animals were first domesticated around 8000 B.c. Irriga¬ 
tion came into use around 5500 B.c. in the Tigres and Euphrates 
River valleys. The most primitive plows began to be used about 3500 
B.c. The first cities grew up between 4000 and 3000 B.c. (see Harris 

1971, pp. 182-83; Sahiins 1968, p. 2). 

Before the rise of simple horticultural societies in the Near East 
everyone lived by hunting and gathering. Through the nineteenth 
century most human societies continued to be composed of hunters 
and gatherers.* Because of their very primitive technology, such 
societies were necessarily dose to nature. Their average size was 
about 40 members, they had loose boundaries, with individuals reg¬ 
ularly leaving and joining. Hunting and gathering societies were 
normally nomadic or seminomadic, and self-sufficient. 

Hunters and gatherers tended to live in abundant environments 
with small population densities where more than adequate food can 
normally be had with minimal labor (in fact, few : people went to bed 
hungry in the Stone Age). In most hunting and gathering societies 
the amount of time put into physical labor in pursuit of food or the 
other necessities of life has been found to be considerably less than 
in class society (including advanced capitalism). On the average, 
people in such societies worked about three to five hours a day to 
obtain a diet rich in proteins and other essential nutrients. In fact, 
they generally enjoyed relatively high standards of comfort and secur¬ 
ity, Further, their work pattern was generally sporadic and discontin¬ 
uous. Individuals typically rested when they felt like it, and period¬ 
ically worked very hard. Bushmen, for example, alternated periods 
of intense effort with hours or days of visiting, repairing, feasting, or 
just lying around. It should be noted that the amount of work per 
capita and the length of the work day as well as the regularity of 
work patterns has increased in proportion to technological develop¬ 
ment—the increase continued until it reached its physiological max¬ 
imum in the mid-nineteenth century (Harris 1971, pp. 217-19; Sahiins 

1972, chap. 1). 

In hunting and gathering societies there is no systematic division 
of labor (except that between the sexes). All adults of the same sex 
normally perform all the basic economic tasks required by the society. 
There are no specialized crafts or division of labor. This means that 
all healthy adult males, generally without exception, hunt, build shel¬ 
ters, make their own tools, and so forth; while all healthy adult 
women, again generally without exception, gather, hunt small ani¬ 
mals, process food, make clothes, and so forth (Lenski and Lenski 


*It has been estimated that approximately 90 percent of human beings who have 
ever lived have lived in hunting and gathering societies (see Brown 1977. p. 124). 
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1978 p 99) This applies to all members of the society including 
those who are most respected and who are most often looked to for 

leadership. . 

Almost no hunting and gathering societies have been discovered 

in which there is a high level of stratification in prestige or preroga¬ 
tives. In the Yale Human Relations Area files, which contain compre¬ 
hensive information on over 1,000 societies that anthropologists have 
studied, only 2 of 143 hunting and gathering societies were found to 
have highly stratified systems—and these 2 most likely were trans¬ 
formed before being studied by anthropologists through previous 
economic contact with Western traders (Lenski and Lenski 1978, p. 


101 ). 

Hunting and gathering societies in their pristine state do not 
have private property in the land—their most important resource. 
Anyone can hunt and gather wherever there are resources. There 
has never been a hunting and gathering society where private prop¬ 
erty in land was general; although a few have existed where, because 
of contact with European traders (who created economic dependency), 
a limited conception of private property in hunting areas developed, 
e.g., restrictions existed only on trapping fur-bearing animals that 
were traded to the Europeans (Lenski and Lenski 1978, p. 128; 
Leacock 1981). 

The first simple horticultural societies (which at first continued 
to obtain much of their food from hunting and gathering) averaged 
only about two or three times the size of hunting and gathering 
societies, and like them consisted of only one community per society 
i Lenski and Lenski 1978, p. 97). While people tended to both work 
longer hours and more consistently in such societies (because of the 
demands imposed by cultivation), neither the total amount of labor 
nor the degree of labor discipline approached that of later class 
societies. 


The land in simple horticultural societies normally belongs to 
t e community (which allocates its use to individual families). Fam¬ 
ilies that have use of the land are typically entitled to continue to 
cultivate it. Further, any family is typically entitled to cultivate any 
unused piece of land. In the event a family ceases to cultivate a piece 
’ 11 c . an used by anyone else who is willing to cultivate 
m P mhL^ ler - faim y retainin « no r 'ghts in the land). No adult 
their hahLr^i ty C3 j- ^ de P ri ved of a more or less equal share of 
simrie hnrfii- i t n Cl ? nd,t . 10ns relative land abundance (the norm in 
equal in ernnn ^ S0cieties )’ means that families are relatively 
< T ™u CeS ' just as is the case in hunting and 

chap. 4; Sahli„ 8 T 1 Chap - 4; Unski a " d U " ski > 978 ' 
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Often in hunting and gathering societies (but by no means 
always), and typically in simple horticultural societies, those that 
actually secure the food have some prior rights to it. Similarly, those 
that make (or have otherwise secured) tools, containers, weapons, 
clothing, ornaments, and other personal effects have prior claims on 
their use. However, in both hunting and gathering societies and in 
simple horticultural societies the community has strong rights in 
such objects (especially in food). For example, among the Eskimos 
established rules determine the distribution of the catch from the sea 
among members of a band. Among the Andaman Islanders all who 
have food are expected to share it with those who have none. All the 
food found during the day by Bushmen is shared by all in their camp. 
While the members of equalitarian societies usually believe that 
weapons, clothing, containers, ornaments, tools, and so forth ought 
not to be taken away or used without the consent of the owner, 
requests for use are normally expected to be, and are, honored. Most 
utilitarian items may be borrowed without difficulty when the owner 
is not using them. There is little accumulation of personal wealth. 
For example, it is unthinkable that any one Eskimo should have two 
harpoons while others have none (Farb 1968, chaps. 2-5; Harris 1971. 
chaps. 10, 11; Lenski and Lenski 1978, chap. 6). 

There are strong social mechanisms in classless societies that 
ensure equal access to resources as well as the sharing of both food 
and personal effects on the basis of need. In environments of potential 
scarcity in which a component of luck enters into which particular 
hunter will secure a catch, as among the Eskimo, social norms that 
dictate sharing of food are particularly strong. No one hunter could 
consume an entire seal. On the other hand, unlucky or poor hunters 
and their families would starve without sharing the surplus of others. 
Further, from season to season different families might have a sur¬ 
plus while others were starving. It is obviously most rational for all 
members of such a society to share in the product of the hunt. 
Likewise, it is most rational for all to have access to the resources of 
the society. Only a limited amount of food can be stored or hoarded. 
An attempt by some to exclude others from hunting grounds or from 
unused land deprives some of food without the possibility of providing 
more to the excluders (not a rational proposition). 

Equalitarianism is in part impelled by the necessity to maintain 
an ecological balance. Competitiveness manifested in boasting and 
differential status rewards among hunters, in a economy where 
hunting one or two days a week is sufficient to adequately feed all, 
would tend to produce waste and depletion of resources (which would 
in the long run destroy the basis of a society’s wealth). Hunting and 
gathering societies thus generate pressures for hunters to be modest 
and reticent about their productivity (Harris 1979, p. 81). 
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The accumulation of wealth in hunting and gathering societies is 
also greatly inhibited by the geographical mobility of such societies. 
The amount of possessions held by an individual is limited to what 
he/she can earn' on his/her own (mobility and property are in con¬ 
tradiction). This'further facilitates equalitariamsm. 

In small societies (where everyone is related to everyone else, 
and knows everyone and their business very well) informal social 
sanctions, such'as approval, disapproval, blame, praise, ridicule, 
gossip, warmth, reserve, and so forth are very powerful means of 
social control-mechanisms to reward those who share and punish 
those who do not, to reward those who work hard (and provide more 
food) as well as sanction those who slack off and try to survive by 
consuming more than they produce. The ultimate sanction in such 
communities is ostracism and exile— normally severe penalities given 
the intensity of group life. Another equaiitarian mechanism is witch¬ 
craft. Unpopular individuals are frequently accused of practicing 
witchcraft and consequently penalized severely. One of the best 
protections against such accusations is to act in a generous, open, 
amicable manner, avoid quarreling, and do everything possible not to 
lose the support of one's kinsmen (Harris 1971 chap. 16). 

Other factors that ensure equality in such societies include the 
ability to simply walk off, leaving one band and joining another 
(where one might well have relatives) in the event that a few individ¬ 
uals were to attempt to encumber the access of all to resources. The 
fact that resources to make tools and weapons are readily available 
and the skills to do so are virtually universal, is also a strong 
equaiitarian influence that hinders the monopolization of resources. 

It should be stressed that hunting and gathering societies as well 
as most simple horticultural societies are highly democratic in deci¬ 
sion making and leadership. Decisions in these societies are typically 
made through formal or informal discussions in which all adults 
participate on a more or less equal basis (sometimes with men having 
greater weight in the majority of types of decisions, with women 
ha\ing greater weight in a minority). Decision making tends to be 
ispersed, with the various subgroups most affected often deciding 
or themselves what to do. The decentralized and often informal 
nature o decision making, together with the lack of clear and strict 
sanctions in most matters, results in considerable latitude for individ- 
ua expression and tolerance of disagreements (so long as these do 
not threaten the existence of the group). 

™>rJ.n P° wer ar| d prestige are mostly a function of 

uallv valfa Vf s ^'^ s ' One's leadership position must be contin- 
of Dositir n e ■ ^competence or bad leadership is punished by loss 
position, while those with demonstrated abilities in hunting. 
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fighting, magic, and so forth normally gain respect, and thus leader¬ 
ship. The leaders of hunting and gathering societies and the more 
democratic of simple horticultural societies, the “headmen” or “big 
men," lack authority to speak for their society (as chiefs in wealthier 
horticultural fishing or herding societies are able to do). A headman 
is relatively powerless. Such a leader is incapable of compelling 
obedience. In order to get his way he must bargain, plead, and cajole. 
People do not fear or revere such leaders. To remain a leader one 
must generate respect. A successful headman must set an example 
and lead through respect won. This means he must work harder and 
be more generous than the average person. In leading a society 
headmen must intuit public opinion and act on behalf of a consensus 
that they may have helped develop through their strength of personal¬ 
ity and persuasiveness (Lenski 1966, pp. 104-12; Sahlins 1968, pp. 
22-24, 90-94; Leacock 1981, pp. 19-22, 42, 110). 

Since the headmen or big men in hunting and gathering and in 
most simple horticultural societies must work harder and be more 
generous than the average, positions of leadership are not always 
actively sought. It is quite common for individuals in such societies 
to strive to avoid appointment to such positions because of the extra 
burdens entailed (burdens that have few compensations other than 
respect) (Lenski 1966, pp. 175). 

Goods are transferred among families and among communities in 
primitive societies on the basis of reciprocity. The product of one’s 
labor is rather freely given to others, with the expectation that those 
who are given goods will reciprocate (either at the same time or at a 
future time). There is considerable variation in the accounting of the 
equity of such exchanges. Food is typically given on the basis of need 
without expectation of a more or less balanced counterflow, while 
durables and luxury goods tend to be exchanged in a framework of 
balanced reciprocity. Both unequal and delayed exchange are very 
important mechanisms that tie individuals, families, and communities 
together. Gifts create an obligation to return the gift. They thus put 
the recipient in the debt of the giver. The Eskimos have a saying 
that “gifts make slaves, just as whips make dogs.” Reciprocity 
strengthens interdependence and thus overall social unity. 

One of the principal ways of winning respect and obtaining a 
personal following is through generosity, of giving more than one 
receives, and thus both winning prestige and putting others in one’s 
debt. Thus, unlike as in class societies, to gain leadership one must 
give more than one gets. This implies dual rules: first, people should 
help those who have helped them; and second, people should not 
impugn those who have helped them. The expectation that those 
with wealth will give it away is another important mechanism for 
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ensuring equality in material possessions. (Harris 1971, chap. 11; 

Sahlins 1972. chaps. 4, 5). ...... . 

In many primitive societies the products of different individuals 

or families are brought to a central place, sorted, counted, and given 
away In some there are predetermined rules (based on kinship) of 
who must be given what. In others, especially in larger simple 
horticultural societies, the family units typically give a significant 
share of their product to the headman, who then in turn gives it 
away to others. In such societies the redistribution process is more 
institutionalized than in most hunting and gathering societies, with 
the headman functioning as custodian and dispenser of the collective 
product. Such headmen, further, are expected to provide for people in 
times of need. Generosity being the prerequisite of leadership, head¬ 
men who attempt to hoard, who hold back from redistributing goods 
provided to them; or who refuse to give to those in need, soon lose 
their leadership positions. 

Many simple societies (especially wealthier fishing and simple 
horticultural societies) have institutions similar to the Potlach of the 
Kwakiutl, in which a man attempts to establish his status as a "big 
man” by throwing extravagant feasts, thereby putting others in his 
debt, a debt which if others can not reciprocate with an even greater 
feast will result in their humiliation. Those who can not reciprocate 
are forced to recognize the biggest feast throwers’ higher status. One 
succeeds in such contests (and thus grows in status) by working 
harder than anyone else, by restricting one’s own consumption, and 
by impressing friends and relatives by the seriousness of one’s effort, 
thereby securing their help. Success at smaller feasts means the 
acquisition of a circle of followers who help the aspiring big man to 
throw ever greater feasts until eventually the highest status big 
man—the headman—is challenged. The successful big man, however, 
finds himself faced with a lifetime of dependency on those who 
helped him (the rule of reciprocity), requiring continuous toil to repay 
debts, i.e„ it does not result in a higher living standard for those of 
highest status, if anything, just the opposite (Harris 1977, pp. 104-5). 

Such processes, and the resultant bigmanship they generate, 
ave a number of positive functions for a classless society. The big 
men act to intensify production (they cajole many to work harder), 
^ e\ use t eir prestige to organize trading expeditions, and they use 
arn' r '~f- tl0n t0 re< distnbute both locally produced goods and goods 

acquired in external trade. 

and IwtT^r- ^ ortlcu * tura * societies apparently develop out of hunting 
wild flora n ^ societies at times and in areas where the abundance of 

cultivate niam U3 jV S underm ' ne d' thus providing an incentive to 
Plants and domesticate animals in order to obtain more food 
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from a given area. Since cultivation and domestication require con¬ 
siderably more work to obtain the living standard characteristic of 
hunting and gathering societies, it is to be expected that such a 
radical change in work patterns would only be undertaken in the 
face of potential starvation, or at least a considerable decline in living 
standards. 

Most simple horticultural societies are virtually as equalitarian, 
democratic, and communal in property arrangements as are hunting 
and gathering societies. However, there is more private property in 
such societies (although it still must be shared). The headmen gener¬ 
ally have more prerogatives and power (although they are still held 
closely accountable to the group). Unlike in hunting and gathering 
society, they are sometimes exempted from manual labor. They often 
wear special insignia or clothing and have special privileges such as 
the right to polygamy and larger garden plots (Lenski 1966, pp. 
130-39). 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF RANK SOCIETIES AND CHIEFDOMS 

When the wealth available to a group becomes great enough, 
either because of the superabundance of its natural envir onment ,(as 
was the case among Pacific Northwest Coast Indians), or because 
technical innovations are forced by the need to maintain living stan¬ 
dards under conditions of increasing population density, depletion of 
resources, or climatic change, qualitative changes begin to occur in 
the organization of societies. Primitive democracy is undermined as 
the headmen accumulate greater power. Inequalities in wealth come 
into existence and are aggravated through the distortion of reciprocity 
networks. The earliest societies with qualitative differences in wealth 
and power developed between 8000 and 3000 B.C. in the river valleys 
of the Near East. The development of horticulture with the metal hoe 
was a particularly crucial event (about 4000 B.C.). The considerable 
economic surplus that the metal hoe allowed to accumulate made 
possible societies composed of millions of people organized by complex 
bureaucratic machines led by a class that did not perform manual 
labor. Craft specialization and the social division of labor between 
laborers and planners/supervisors developed. Qualitative increases in 
social stratification in power, wealth, and prestige became institution¬ 
alized. Table 2.1 displays the relation between the division of labor 
and “stratification” and the various forms of early societies. 

More efficient economies and the stratified economic, social, and 
political systems that organized them were a result of the drive for 
intensification necessitated by the gradual depletion of natural 
resources. It appears that until about 11,000 B.C. human populations 
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were more or less in ecological balance with their environments. 
Marvin Harris argues that in early hunting bands the high protein/ 
low carbohydrate diet that was the norm together with lengthy 3 to 4 
year periods of lactation of mothers served as effective contraception 
because such a diet prevented the accumulation of body fat (the 
signal for the resumption of postnatal ovulation), and consequently 
produced a 4 to 5 year period between pregnancies. This together 
with infanticide (conscious and unconscious) tended to keep the size 
of bands roughly constant and in equilibrium with their environments 
(Harris 1979, p. 82). But as the glaciers of the last Ice Age (which had 
covered much of the Northern Hemisphere) retreated, and the climate 
became less severe, forests invaded the grassy plains that had 
nourished the herds on which the early hunters had depended. The 
loss of grazing lands combined with increased hunting by humans 
(who were forced to hunt more extensively to make up for the decline 
of large animals) resulted in an ecological disaster. In the old world a 
number of formerly prolific giant mammals soon became extinct: the 
wooly mammoth, the wooly rhinoceros, the steepe bison, the giant 
elk, the European wild ass, many varieties of goats. Other species 
such as the musk ox and taiga antelope came near to extinction 
under the pressure of upper Paleolithic humans seeking animal pro¬ 
tein. A similar process occurred at the same time in the New World. 
Between 11,000 and 7000 B.C, big game hunters in the Americas had 
hunted to extinction a total of 32 genera of large animals, including 
camels, mammoth, mastodon, giant ground sloths, giant rodents, 
horses, giant bison, oxen, and elephants (Harris 1977, pp. 30-31). 

As the large species were hunted to extinction, hunting cultures 
everywhere tried to keep up their protein intake by improving their 
hunting techniques (e.g., lances, spear throwers, darts, and the bow 
and arrow) while both increasing the time spent on hunting and 
gathering and turning to smaller, more labor-intensive species. The 
collapse of lower Paleolithic big game hunting cultures was followed 
by the rise of Mesolithic peoples who obtained their protein largely 
from fish, shellfish, and deer, and increasingly from birds, snails, 
nuts, wild legumes, and grains. Eventually simple hunting and 
gathering was no longer able to produce sufficient food, and domestica¬ 
tion of animals and horticulture had to be introduced in order to 
maintain living standards. As the labor costs of hunting and gather¬ 
ing increased, and as the benefit fell, sedentary horticultural economy 
became increasingly common (Harris 1979, pp. 87; 1977, pp. 34-35). 

Hunting and gathering peoples had long known about plant culti¬ 
vation. The reason for not engaging in cultivation had nothing to do 
with lack of knowledge. Hunting and gathering, given a plentiful 
environment, is simply the most labor efficient way of acquiring a 
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comfortable life. Many hunters and gatherers engaged in such prac¬ 
tices as refraining from stripping wild grams bare, weeding, watering, 
using fire to favor certain species, and so on in order to encourage 
the growth of their favorite wild species (Harris 1977, pp. 16-17 and 
1979 p 86) Similarly, it was not tack of knowledge that kept hunting 
and gathering peoples from domesticating animals-it was simply 
more efficient to hunt plentiful game than to put tremendous amounts 
of labor into domestication (many hunting and gathering peoples in 
fact domesticated pets such as dogs). Domestication occurred when 
species were on the verge of extinction, and consequently, domestica¬ 
tion became the most efficient (and eventually the only) means of 
maintaining living standards (Harris 197/, chap. 3). 

Just as pressures toward intensification and innovation occurred 
in hunting techniques when animal resources became depleted, the 
techniques of cultivation were subject to similar pressures as popula¬ 
tion density in settled communities increased. Harris argues that 
with the decline in average protein consumption per capita that 
occurred with the rise of horticulture, lactation lasted on average for 
a shorter period, and thus women became pregnant more often. Even 
intensification of the practice of female infanticide could not compen¬ 
sate for the resultant population explosion (a population explosion 
that accelerated the rate of intensification and innovation necessary 
to maintain living standards.) Simple horticulture with wooden sticks 
was thus superceded by horticulture with metal instruments, then 
by agriculture (the use of the plow), agriculture with beasts of bur¬ 
den, and then agriculture with systematic irrigation. Although agri¬ 
culture with irrigation is on average five times more productive than 
simple horticulture per man-hour most members of such societies 
have on average a lower nutritional intake and work much longer 
hours than in simple horticultural societies. While agricultural soci¬ 
eties were much more efficient, population densities were much 
greater than before (Harris 1977, p. 35). 

The reason for the breakthrough to intensive agriculture in 
China and the Mideast, but not in the New World, would seem to be 
in good part due to the availability of domesticated animals in the 
ormer but not in the latter regions. The extinction of potential 
traction animals (through over hunting in the 11,000-7000 B.C. period) 
inhibited the development of both agriculture and the wheel in the 
° r A ' thougb tbe wheel was invented by the Amerindians as 
Doth a toy and for making pottery it was never used for transport, 
or lack of horses, oxen, or equivalent beasts of burden. The New 

tion 0f u lts , limited abilit V to intensify agricultural produc- 

01H WnrM l of burden), was left far behind the 

’ w 1C ^ have sufficient domesticatable animals to 
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harness both to the plow and to carts. This in good part explains 
why Columbus "discovered” America and Europe plundered it, rather 
than the Amerindians discovering and plundering Europe (see Harris 
1977, p. 42). 

Tribal societies or chiefdoms are transitional political forms be¬ 
tween the equalitarian hunting and gathering bands and the more 
primitive simple horticultural societies with their big man systems, 
and the states of agricultural societies with their crystallized ruling 
classes. Chiefdoms are based on prosperous wooden hoe farming, 
herding, fishing, or more primitive metal hoe farming, i.e., economies 
that allow a considerable surplus to be accumulated by chi efs, b ut an 
insufficient surplus to allow full-fledged classes to develop. 

There is considerable stratification in chiefdoms. The chief and 
often his retainers as well are excused from physical labor. Bajanced 
reciprocity declines. Rank in such societies is a factor in almost every 
transaction among people, making exchanges imbalanced because of 
considerations of status. There is normally a system of graded fam¬ 
ilies with differential claims to services and goods who are differen¬ 
tially in control of both wealth and force. Unlike, as in the case of big 
men in hunting and gathering and simpler horticultural societies, the 
chief is a true authority with structural power (independent of what 
he earns through his own activities). But there is no ruling class in 
fundamental control of the means of production or of physical coer¬ 
cion (as is the case in class societies) (Sahlins 1968, pp. 20-27). 

Chiefdoms evolve out of the head man system through the grad¬ 
ual transformation of the system of reciprocity. The head man is able 
to use his position at the center of the society’s redistribution net¬ 
work to delay reciprocity and to deflect incoming goods to secure 
loyal followers, and eventually To accumulate goods for his own use 
(i.e., to give away less than comes in). The asymetrical reciprocity 
that develops provides the material means for the chief to coerce his, 
followers into increasing their productivity. 

However, the ability of a potential'chief to divert part of society’s 
wealth to his own use depends first on people’s recognizing his 
importance to society (since an apparatus of coercion is absent). On 
the one hand, this means that the chief must be seen as responsible 
for increasing production (organizing people to produce more) and 
otherwise bringing benefit (perhaps by military leadership) to society; 
and on the other hand, he must appear very generous, both by 
redistributing large quantities of goods and sponsoring generous 
feasts (thereby putting people into his debt) (Sahlins 1968, p, 26; 
Service 1975, pp. 70-80; Harris 1979 pp. 92-93), Successful chiefs 
must still create feelings of obligation indicating that they expect to 
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be repaid in both material goods and loyalty. The more extensive and 
important the redistribution network is for the economic life of a 
society, the more important the chief's role is. and thus the more 
likely people are to want to reward the chief by allowing him to skim 
off a part of what is given him, i.e., the less likely they expect to 
receive as material gifts from the chief as much as they give him. 
Gradually contributions to the redistributive portion of the economy 
(gifts to the chief) lose their voluntary character. They are trans¬ 
formed into a compulsory tax, But the economic basis of tribal power 
essentially remains generosity. The economic position of the chief is 
transformed into political inequality by gi f t gi ving accordin g to th e 
Eskimo adage that ‘‘gifts make s laves." 

A chief has to toe a difficult”path in pressing people to provide 
him with more goods (so that he has the means to consolidate his 
position through gift giving). Chiefs sometimes get too greedy. They 
press for more gifts, while cutting back on how much they them¬ 
selves give away. They thereby risk losing their supporters and 
eventually their chiefdomship. Chigfly high-handedness is a danger¬ 
ous game. Despotic chiefs can be overthrown relatively easily by new 
chiefs who skim off less and are more generous and fair in redistribu¬ 
tion (Sahlins 1968, pp. 92-93). 

Economic production for the most part is similar in tribal chief- 
doms and simple horticultural societies still organized in bands (with 
big men as leaders). However, in tribal societies the people are 
occasionally mobilized by the chief to build temples, fancy homes for 
the chief, irrigation complexes, and other public works as well as for 
warfare. 

The chief s enhanced position, his authority to increase produc¬ 
tion and to engage in somewhat imbalanced exchange with his people, 
is at first willingly granted and accepted by the people because of the 
important role they see the chief playing. But the chief through his 
enhanced position acquires the ability to reward and punish by differ¬ 
ential distribution of goods. He is able to create an especially loyal 
group of followers and retainers by favoritism in the redistribution 
process tfimajMjtting somejji .special debt to him),. The chief is thus 
a e to amass a group of retainers andJTfund of power that enables 
™ 0 exercise a ^ ree °f coercion against potential opposition. As a 
nHk and u be f 0meS more wealth y- the personal followers and 
Thp h«i<° ! l Ch ’f l ® nd t0 ** tran sformed into full-time officials, 
eenerositv ana e , chief s P° wer comes to rest less on reciprocity, 

the maintenanr V # untaiT support ’ and increasingly on coercion and 
tne maintenance of a personal retinue. 

marfunitsrtf'TS/ tiS famihes ' not individuals, are the pri- 
. • us it is quite natural for positions to tend to 
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pass to different individuals in the same family. The principle of 
heredity of position is a consequence of the central role of kinship in 
the social structure of primitive societies. In bands the headmen are 
able to give their heirs only a slight advantage in the contest for 
success. Here an heir must prove he is up to the mettle of his 
predecessor, or else he does not consolidate his position. But in 
chiefdoms, chiefly position is normally strictly hereditary. The old 
system of kinship continuity is transformed into hereditary privilege. 

THE ORIGIN OF CLASS STRUCTURES AND THE STATE 

The chiefdom, under the right economic conditions, transforms 
itself gradually into a state. The chief and his relatives and retainers 
tend to transform themselves into a ruling class whose political and 
economic position is based on control of a state bureaucracy that 
supports itself by taxing the people (the voluntary gifts of the older 
redistribution network are gradually transformed into compulsory 
taxes). The transformation of tribal chiefdoms into kingdoms has 
occurred where the economic role of the chief was most important for 
the people. 

Kingdoms have developed in areas where the chief's ability to 
mobilize the community’s labor in productive public works such as 
irrigation have an obvious benefit to all. The primitive irrigation 
works that existed in chiefdoms grew into the elaborate water control 
works that became the state's central function. The function of labor 
mobilization became especially important where a chief was able to 
expand his control over other chiefdoms through conquest, and was, 
thus, in a position to coordinate many communities in common 
projects (especially in the river valleys in which the first states 
developed). Water control (dams to control river flooding and irriga¬ 
tion canals) was almost everywhere integrally tied up with the 
formation of classes. In fact, all six archaic class societies that 
independently developed a state had some kind of water control 
system (Service 1975, pt. 3; Claessen 1978, pp. 543, 643; Harris 1977, 
chap. 13; Wittfogel 1957). 

Large-scale irrigation and drainage works in the river valleys led 
to the intensification of the coordination (managerial) function, and 
to the increasing separation of the emerging class of state managers 
from the people. The crystallizing managerial (state bureaucratic) 
class appropriated control over the most important means of produc¬ 
tion-water. In the absence of adequate rainfall, the control of water¬ 
works by the state bureaucratic class gave it control over the living 
standards of the people {and the power to destroy political dissenters). 
The state apparatus, which grew up because of the important 










22 / CLASS STRUCTURE 

functional role it played in production was gradually transformed 
into a mechanism for accumulating wealth for an.owning and ruling 
class It thus became essentially a means of exploitation. _ 

Whether or not a chiefdom was successfully transformed into a 
kingdom (where a state exercises a monopoly over the means of 
coercion) was in good part a function of the ecology of the tribal 
environment. There are limiting factors besides the lack o the need 
for water control (the most important), such as the availability of 
aomesticatable plants and animals, harsh climate, and the lack of 
space (e.g., islands) that could block the intensification of production 
\ " and thus prevent the crystallization of sharp differences in wealth 
and power. A successful transition to a state requires the economic 
basis of the pristine kingdoms t o b e sufficient (in both size and 
intensity) to allow the emerging ruling class to sustain a permanent 
police force (of perhaps a minimum of several thousand individuals), 
thus securing a monopoly on the means of violence—the essence of 
the state. Such an economic basis implies at least intensive horti¬ 
culture (with metallurgy and perhaps irrigation), or more commonly, 
_fpll-fledged agriculture. 

Another condition for the transition to crystallized class societies 
T" _ (and their concomitant states) is that the emerging class of producers 
is not able to escape from the increasingly demanding emerging 
ruling class by simply fleeing into adjacent less-populated areas with¬ 
out suffering a significant decline in their living standards. Early 
class crystallization and state formation occurred in areas with sharp 
ecotones (areas with sharp boundaries between fertile river valleys 
and deserts or mountains). This meant that dissatisfied producers 
within the emerging states would have to suffer a significant dete¬ 
rioration in their economic condition by leaving the river valleys 
(where class crystallization was occurring) to live as nomads, hunters 
and gatherers, or simple horticulturalists in the hostile terrain of 
deserts and mountains (Harris 1979, pp. 101-2). 

Not only did all the early states arise in similar ecological condi¬ 
tions (where rainfall was scarce and river control necessary for large- 
scale intensive agriculture), but for thousands of years strong central 
states tended to be stable only in such regions. In areas such as 
Western and Central Europe where rainfall was regular enough to 
allow agriculture without irrigation, kings remained very weak in 
comparision with the powerful emperors of the large imperial states 
based in the river valleys. Kings, such as King John of England, who 
attempted to become despots were systematically frustrated (in John’s 
case > his nobles who forced him to sign the Magna Carta) because 
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they lacked the [econom ic bas is, to secure compliance (Harris 1977, p. 

255; 1979, pp. 104=5)T 

The early "hydraulic societies" tended to develop a cyclical 
pattern of increasing intensification and centralization, followed by a 
period of corruption, decay, and decentralization, followed in turn by 
a revival of intensification and centralization. The rapacity of the 
ruling class tended to increase, while the reciprocal reward to the 
peasants (above all an effective and regular supply of water for 
irrigation) declined. Public waterworks were progressively neglected 
by the state bureaucratic class. Production consequently declined and 
the lot of the people worsened. Under these conditions the peasantry 
would increasingly become disaffected, and thus susceptible to being 
mobilized by rebels, or at least reluctant to be mobilized by their 
royal ruling class against external invaders. In either case, new 
dynasties (resulting from successful rebellion or external conquest) 
emerged that usually reconstructed the waterworks. They were at 
first generally sensitive to the needs of the people. Production would 
typically increase and the economy would once again function effec¬ 
tively. But gradually decline would again set in (see Harris 1977, p. 

239). 

It should be stressed that the consolidation of a propertied class 
and the creation of a massive state bureaucracy would not have been 
possible without the considerably enhanced ability of the laboring 
classes to produce more than they consumed. The introduction of the 
metal hoe allowed a given producer to produce considerably more 
than needed to feed himself/herself in the same time from the same 
amount of soil than was obtainable with a wooden digging stick. 

This created the possibility of a considerable "economic surplus" VV 
that could be appropriated (and in fact was) by a new ruling class. 

The size of the available surplus was again increased considerably 
with the invention of the plow (especially the plow harnessed to 
beasts of burden). In fact, the formation of fully consolidated social 
classes and massive state bureaucracies in the Old World pretty 
much corresponded to the development of agriculture. The consolida¬ 
tion of full-fledged class society and fully formed state bureaucracies 


•The contrast between the highly centralized states (and highly crystallized class 
formations) that emerged in northern India (in and around the Indus and Ganges River 
valleys), which had a hydraulic basis, and the loose feudal character of the smaller 
kingdoms of southern India, where rainfall was adequate for agriculture, reflects the 
decisive role of water control (Harris, 1979, p. 108). 
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occurred for the first time around 3500 B.C. m Mesopotamia and 
EOT. coincident with the invention of the plow and the growth of 
the first cities (Harris 1977, chap. 13; Service 19/5, chaps. 12 13). 

Chiefdoms were also transformed into class systems (organized 
by states) in areas of diversity in natural producti\ it > th.il required 
the long distance exchange of goods or raw materials (especially 
metals). This process tended to occur after the formation of the first 
states (which were based on water control) in adjacent areas. Since 
the trade in such goods was not a traditional part of reciprocity 
networks, people had no standards of what equal reciprocity was. 
They rather greatly overvalued the goods obtained through long 
distance trade (often from the adjacent empires) t hroug h the organi- 
■ national ability and conta ct s of the chief..A metal knife or ax obtained 
'fhrbUgh trade is of almost incalculable value to those previously 
using only stone tools. The debt created by the gift of metal tools 
(and other such items) by a chief with connections to other regions is 
enormous. By trading furs or other raw materials to other peoples in 
exchange for advanced tools a chief is able to use the traditional 
reciprocity network to accumulate tremendous power (and wealth) 
without creating the feeling (at least at first) among his people that 
they are being treated unfairly in the reciprocity process. This is due 
to the tremendous increase in productivity associated with the chief’s 
gifts, gifts which cost the chief much less in his exchange with 
others than is willingly given the chief by his own people for the 
same goods. 

In areas around the periphery of the large empires (which grew 
out of the first kingdoms) distinctive trading peoples began to emerge 
whose primary activity was to engage in trade with the great empires 
(eg., Phoenicians, Jews, the citizens of many Greek city-states). In 
these peripheral areas it appears that trade with the great empires 
induced the formation of a strong merchant class, the development of 
a landowning aristocracy (through foreclosure on mortgages), and a 
ruling class that displaced the weaker kings before they could con¬ 
solidate strong state bureaucracies. But such a process of class forma¬ 
tion (such as described by Engels for ancient Greece) seems to have 
been historically marginal. The primary process of class formation 
occurred in the emerging empires. 

The early impact of metallurgy was highly undemocratic. The 
C *w-j^ control over the trade in metals (especially bronze) 
enabled them to monopolize the distribution of efficient metal weap¬ 
on, 311 too s. The relative scarcity of the component raw materials 
. r° nze * e difficulty of working them enhanced the power of 

sme!rinftR H ° WeVer ’ U sh ?, uld > no ^d. with the development of iron 
g ere were equalitarian transformations. Iron was plentiful, 
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widely distributed, and easy to work. Since it was relatively easy for 
artisans to produce iron tools and weapons independent of royal 
monopolies, the dependence of both artisans and merchants on royal 
households and states was significantly reduced. The relative ease of 
manufacturing iron weapons also democratized warfare, hence some¬ 
what reducing inequality (this was especially manifested in peripheral 
regions such as Greece) (Childe 1951,1954). 

It should be stressed that the evolution of kingdoms out of tribal 
chiefdoms was not effected through a process of coercion. There is no 
record of massive resistance or rebellion during the early period of 
kingdom and class formation (Service 1975, p. 271). The process of 
class formation occurred with the general consent of the masses oL 
people because of the apparent considerable economic benefit it 
brought. 1 he bureaucratic aha coercive apparatus that the new kings 
frerr'aisle to establish, however, gradually came to make the volun¬ 
tary support of the masses less important. Coercion and manipulated 
religion, especially in areas conquered by kings, became increasingly 
important as mechanisms of power. Even in the most consolidated 
kingdoms, however, a king can only rule effectively with considerable 
support from the people—support which must in part be maintained 
by both the king’s generosity in time of need and his contribution to 
the economic productivity of society through the maintenance of 
public works. 

In many early kingdoms the kings still bore certain marks of 
their origin in chiefdoms (where power rested on reciprocity). Many 
of the peoples of western and central Europe that the Roman Empire 
conquered as well as those it came into trading relations with had in 
good part made the transition from chiefdoms to kingdoms (or at 
least were well advanced in the transition) by 500 B.c. (e.g., the 
Gauls, Teutons, Britons).* These early kingdoms in good part re¬ 
tained the reciprocity mechanisms characteristic of chiefdoms, but 
the kings tended to hold a monopoly on the means of military and 
police power (especially horses, body armor, iron swords, and war 
chariots). Peasants were typically required to provide the king with 
gifts of cattle and grain as well as to render labor services (Harris 
1977, p. 252). 

Many of the characteristics of chiefdoms continued to exist in 
the post-Roman European world (in good part brought by the con¬ 
querors of the empire who grafted their tribal traditions onto a 
weakened Roman economy and class structure). For example, William 


*It is likely that the transition to primitive kingdoms in this area was in good part 
induced by trade with Rome and other advanced Mediterranean states. 
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the Conqueror in eleventh-century England still held great feasts 
reminiscent of those of great redistributor chiefs. He further regularly 
traveled around his kingdom taking temporary residence among his 
various "chiefs” or lords, living off their hospitality (Harris 1977, p. 
115). The early European feudal system can thus in good part be 
considered a transitional (although rather advanced) form between 
chiefdoms and fully consolidated kingdoms. 

Hunting and gathering societies and simple horticultural societies 
as well as fishing and herding societies and stateless advanced horti¬ 
cultural societies (all societies with headmen or chiefs) are organized 
through kinship networks—in which obligations and reciprocity are 
based on one’s obligations to relatives. Not only are economic ex¬ 
changes and welfare obligations handled through kinship, but justice 
is also administered through kinship networks. There are no police 
or prisons in such societies (and little need for them, since there is an 
abundance of resources and equality of distribution). In the event of 
theft or bodily harm to an individual, relatives are expected to take 
vengeance against either the perpetrator or a member of the per¬ 
petrator's family. 

With the transformation of chiefdoms into kingdoms the kinship 
basis of primitive society was undermined and replaced by a class 
organization buttressed bv a state composed of full-time officials and 
police who enforced taxation, maintained public works, established 
laws, and administered justice independent of kip obligations. This 
transformation of obligations and authority from kin through the 
personal retinue of the chief to a state bureaucracy occurred grad¬ 
ually. Probably at first in times of severe stress on resources the 
chief s closest relatives (with a higher rank and greater wealth) came 
to exert a stronger claim on resources than did the more distant 
relatives in the chief’s lineage. Gradually similar political and 


economic position came to exert a stronger pull than did kin obliga¬ 
tions (at least for distantly related individuals). The common interest 
of the wealthy came to exert itself in protecting privilege and wealth 
against the claims of poorer relatives. Kin obligations were gradually 
abrogated by the wealthy who came to rely first on the chief's 
retmue and then the state bureaucracy and police to maintain their 
wea t . Since they abrogated their economic obligations to their dis- 
tam in, the wealthy could hardly rely on these same kin to punish 
mose that robbed or assaulted them, especially not against other poor 
T L. p . e ./ 0 may , we ^ ^ ave act ed out of dire economic circumstances). 

n ij J 3,s f. n ? 0 * )0pidar mobilization in time of war (where all men 
f ,i? t f) d be so ! diers > *' as also gradually replaced by a (more or less) 

ehe ° f f S '° n 3rmy that cou!d ^ relied on t0 sprees domestic 

• w en necessary. The state apparatus came to secure a 
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monopoly of force, consolidating and enhancing inequality in society. 
An increasingly centralized state developed with a large body of paid 
officials carrying out the orders of the king. 

Fully developed classes formed for the first time in history. An 
unambiguous and sharp gulf developed between the laboring classes 
who produced the wealth of society—but who lost all power to control 
either how they labored, what they produced, or how their product 
was disposed as well as control over other aspects of society—and an 
owning and ruling class which lived a luxurious life-style on the 
basis of the exploitation of the laboring classes. A propertied class of 
roughly 1 percent of the population came to consume about half of 
society’s product. Labor became compulsory and the laborers were 
obliged to increase their work under threat of physical punishment. 
I he laborers lost free access to land and to raw materials—the ruling 
class came to appropriate the land and raw materials for itself, 
granting use rights to the laboring population on condition that they 
turn over a large part of their produce to the state. However, typical¬ 
ly, details of production were left in the hands of the local villages, 
which still pretty much ran their own affairs according to principles 
similar to those that governed chiefdoms (a high degree of com- 
munality persisted, provided only that they paid their taxes and 
provided labor service when it was required). 

The dichotomous class structure was manifested in social classes 
which for the first time had their own highly distinctive subcultures, 
distinctive architecture, home furnishings, diet, dress, domestic 
routine, sex and marriage practices, religious rituals, art, ideology, 
speech patterns, and so on. These differences were in good part 
enshrined in law. For example, in the Inca Empire only rulers could 
wear gold ornaments, in China only the nobility could wear silk 
dresses, and in feudal Europe only the lords could carry daggers and 
swords. In general, the laboring class came to be required to show 
their inferiority to the owning class. Commoners were required to 
perform subordination rituals such as lowering the head, removing 
the hat, averting the eyes, bowing, crawling, maintaining silence 
unless spoken to, and kneeling in the presence of the owning/ruling 
class. A chasm was created in life-styles, power, mode of labor, and 
social status. Such things were unknown in primitive society. 

Both external and internal trade in the early kingdoms were the 
basic responsibility of the king (internal distribution generally contin¬ 
ued to be handled through primitive reciprocity and kinship networks 
in the villages). There is no evidence from early civilizations of 
important private merchant activity (Service 1975, p. 382; Polanyi 
1957). Foreign trade was carried on by official state representatives 
(who could be considered ambassadors) empowered to negotiate ex- 
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change* with prices politically determined rather than established 
through markets. Merchants gradually developed in the cities of 
kingdoms to supply people with goods difficult to obtain through 
either the oid kin-based reciprocity networks or from the benevolence 
of the kings (who progressively came to neglect the redistribution of 
goods obtained in taxes and trade). Throughout the Bronze Age (from 
roughly 3500 B.C. to 1200 B.C. in the Middle East), however, traders 
remained subordinate to (and generally agents of) the royal bureauc¬ 
racy, Independent merchant classes slowly evolved out of rural 
laborers and urban artisans during the first millennium B.C. (Polanyi 


1957). 

Although the merchant and artisan classes became more impor¬ 
tant in the Iron Age (after 1200 B.C. in the Middle East) than they 
had been in the Bronze Age, the basic classes in the early empires 
and in their successor imperial states throughout the history of the 
Middle and Far East (through the nineteenth century) remained the 
rural peasants (who were the primary producers) and the ruling class 
of state bureaucrats (who controlled the economy and extracted 
massive tribute from the formally free peasants through control of a 
highly centralized and powerful state apparatus). 

There was some variance in the class formation process among 
the six archaic civilizations where classes apparently developed 
independently: around 3500-3000 B.C. in the Indus River valley, 
around 1500 B.C. at the great bend of the Yellow River, and around 
b c^a.d. in both the valley of Mexico and in coastal Peru (Service 
19/5, p. 5). One of the most important differences was that the class 
societies in the New World, unlike the old, were based on advanced 
horticulture. Although they never developed the plow pulled by beasts 
of burden, their economic surplus was nevertheless sufficient to 
develop full-fledged class societies and state bureaucracies. 


Ancient Egypt probably carried the system of redistribution with¬ 
out a money economy the furthest. Trade there, unlike (at least late) 
L" 0 -n Cr ^ eso P° tam ' a! seems to have played no important 
th ■. e V1 * g f s ' was opened and farmed collectively under 
h, ° hMd “ n who were ^sponsible for turning over to 

in th?ciril h , e J C ° n0mlC SUr f‘“ S ° f ,he laborers - Likewise, craftsmen 
allocated and rh^ < ’, rgamze< ^ nt0 groups led by a foreman who was 
l *iken distributed, clothing, raw mater,al and food to the 

The fepuan!,, 0 ,)" Collected and dis >» ! «i <* their products). 
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SLAVERY 

Slavery is the system of relations of production in which the 
laborers themselves are a commodity, bought and sold by the exploit¬ 
ing class of slave masters. In contrast to capitalism where only labor 
power (the ability to labor of the producing class) is purchased, here 
the dominant propertied class buys and sells the very bodies of the 
laborers. 

Slavery can arise out of primitive classless societies (in chief- 
doms), out of semiconsolidated class societies, such as appears to 
have been the case in ancient Greece and Rome, or as a retrogression 
in areas of the world capitalist system, in response to the center’s 
need for the production of commercial crops in areas of labor short¬ 
age, as was the case in the sixteenth through the nineteenth 
centuries. 

Slavery first developed in chiefdoms out of the institution of 
adopting war captives. While in simple horticultural societies such 
“slaves” tended to pretty much have the same economic position as 
full members of the society, with the development of rank stratifica¬ 
tion (especially in advanced horticultural societies) slaves came to be 
used for accumulating wealth for the higher ranks. 

Slavery as the predominant mode of exploitation has only pre¬ 
vailed for relatively limited and circumscribed periods, the most 
important of which included ancient Greece in the fourth and fifth 
centuries B.c., ancient Rome between the second century B.C. and the 
second centuries A.D. and the Caribbean region from the sixteenth to 
the mid-nineteenth centuries. 

Slaves as a rule are recruited externally (and through the repro¬ 
duction of existing slaves) by means of wars of conquest or purchase 
of slaves from others (who mostly acquire them in conquest). This 
was the case in ancient Greece and Rome as well as in the European- 
ruled Caribbean. Slavery, as the dominant mode of production, is 
thus a characteristic of highly commercial and expansionist societies. 


Ancient Slavery 

It was in ancient Greece that slavery was first transformed from 
an ancillary into a central mode of production. The previously exist¬ 
ing as well as most contemporary and succeeding societies (e.g., the 
Hellenistic states) did not rely centrally on slavery. Further, slavery 
first became absolute in ancient Greece, The status of the producing 
class was reduced to that of beasts of burden. What became de facto 
the case in Greece was fully institutionalized in Roman law. The 
Roman legal conception of absolute property, including absolute 
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oropertv in human beings, contrasted with all previous legal concep- 
EJrL 5 nreoertv which considered property including property in 
humans, w be relative or conditional jmcluding.reciprocal obligations 

a " d InX fifth «nturv”there were approximately 80.000 to 100,000 
.laves in Athens, compared to 30,000 to 40,000 citizens (Anderson 
1974 p 38) At its peak, in the western half of the Roman Empire 
commercial agricultural production took place predominantly on slave¬ 
utilizing latifundia. Around 50 B.C. about 40 percent of the total 
population of Italy and perhaps 90 percent of artisans in Rome were 
slaves (Anderson 1974a p. 62). Virtually alt economic activities in 
classical Greece were performed by slaves at one or another time or 
place including police, prison attendants, personal secretaries, super¬ 
visors. managers, and (more rarely) the liberal professions. However, 
slaves did not hold public office nor were they soldiers (Genovese 
1973, vol. 1, chap. 2). 

Since the enslavement of war captives was the primary source of 
slaves in the Roman world, the maintenance of the Roman economy 
required continuing expansion. Once this social formation ceased to 
expand, the source of slaves dried up. Further, the price of slaves 
skyrocketed and the condition of slaves improved (since the bodies of 
the slaves were now much more valuable), i.e., slavery became much 
less profitable as a means of production. The stagnation and decline 
of commerce in the Roman world (in good part a result of the lack of 
popular purchasing power characteristic of slave modes of produc¬ 
tion, and consequently the reduced commercial demand for the 
products of the slave-utilizing latifundia) gradually resulted in the 
ancient Roman slaves’ being transformed into serfs. Serfs, although 
tied legally to the land and to their occupations, had considerable 
rights in the land as well as in other aspects of their lives (unlike 
slaves). The withering commercial economy of the ancient world 
undermined the profitability of slave production, resulting in the 
transformation of the old slave latifundia into increasingly self-suffi¬ 
cient manors with the producers bound to the land by serfdom. 


The Development of Modern Slavery 

Slavery as a mode of production developed in the ancient world 
because of its profitability in a labor-hungry expanding commercial 
imperialism. Slavery reappeared in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries in the Caribbean region for the same reason. Plantation 
agriculture (that primarily produced sugar and cotton for export to 
urope) required the reinvention of commercial slavery because of 
1 e , ex Kf. me kbor shortage in the Caribbean region and the high 
profitability of these commercial crops. 
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Although the reinvention and predominance of slavery in the 
Caribbean and adjacent regions from the sixteenth to the nineteenth 
centuries was a consequence of developing industrial capitalist rela¬ 
tions in Europe (which created the economic demand for the goods 
produced by the slave system), the master-slave relations developed 
in the Caribbean region were qualitatively different from the emer¬ 
ging capitalist-worker relationships in Europe and the Northern 
United States. The slave relations of production that redeveloped in 
the Caribbean thus had much more in common with the relations of 
production in ancient Greece and Rome than they did with the 
developing worker-capitalist relations of the North. Consequently, the 
basic social and political institutions as well as the emerging ideology 
and social psychology of the Caribbean region came to have a great 
deal in common with similar institutions in ancient Greece and 
Rome. In fact, they increasingly grew apart from the emerging social, 
political, and ideological forms that were developing in western 
Europe and the U.S. North at the same time. Slavery gave the 
Caribbean region in general and the south in the United States, in 
particular, a distinctive social system and culture very different from 
that of the emerging industrial capitalist areas. 

Commercial slavery was first used extensively in modem times 
by the Portuguese and Spanish who dominated both the African 
trading ports and the Caribbean until the early seventeenth century. 
African slaves were first used commercially in the islands off the 
coast of Africa (and to a limited extent on the Iberian peninsula 
itself) even before the discovery of the Americas. But in the sixteenth 
century slaves increasingly came to replace the indigenous Indian 
populations of the Americas as the primary producing population, 
especially in the least densely populated regions that had the greatest 
commercial possibilities. The import and utilization of slaves was 
greatly accelerated in the seventeenth century when the English and 
French seized some of the most profitable Caribbean islands from the 
Spanish and then intensively exploited them as sources of sugar 
(Fogel and Engerman 1974, pp. 14-19), 

In the period 1500-1870, approximately 38 percent of all slaves 
imported from Africa initially went to Brazil, and about 17 percent 
each to the British, French, and Spanish areas of the Caribbean, 
with another 6 percent going directly to the United States (or the 
British North American colonies) (Fogel and Engerman 1974, p. 14). 
In 1825, however, 36 percent of all the slaves in the Americas were in 
the United States, and 31 percent were in Brazil. 15 percent in the 
British Caribbean, and 11 percent in Spanish America. These latter 
figures indicate the importance of American and Brazilian slavery for 
the world capitalist system in producing commercial exports (mostly 
cotton and sugar respectively) (Fogel and Engerman 1974, p. 28). 
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In 1860 there were approximately 4 million black slaves in the 
U.S. South, At the same time, there were approximately 8 million 
whites and 250,000 free blacks. Almost 400,000 white families owned 
slaves, although about 50,000 families (12 percent of all slave owners 
and roughly 3 percent of all white families) owned over half of all 
slaves. In the United States, many slaves were owned by relatively 
small white farmers who owned only one or two slave families. The 
relatively wide distribution of slave owning in the United States 
contrasts with the West Indies and Brazil, where the large plantation 
owners owned most of the slaves, and the typical plantation usually 
had more than 100 slaves. {Starobin 1970, p. 5). 

Slavery was ideally suited to the plantation export economy. 
Under proper management on fertile soils it was significantly cheaper 
than available free labor (and more profitable). Slaves in the United 
States not only produced 90 percent of the cotton in the primary 
cotton-producing region of the U.S, Black Belt, but were also the 
primarily producers of Virginia tobacco, Kentucky hemp. Louisiana 
sugar, and Carolina rice. Slaveholding plantations dominated the 
export sector of the South (Starobin 1970, p. 5). 

Commercial slaver,' developed in the Caribbean world because of 
the need for large quantities of cheap labor. In the sixteenth, seven¬ 
teenth, and eighteenth centuries, sufficient quantities of cheap labor 
could be acquired in no other way except through forced trans¬ 
portation and enslavement. Coerced labor was necessary because, 
regardless of the contract terms initially entered into by free laborers, 
the\ had the relatively easy option of leaving for the plentiful open 
lands if they found conditions on plantations disagreeable. Forced 
transportation was necessary because conditions were not attractive 
enough to bring sufficient numbers of laborers willing to work 
cheaply to the plantation areas. Free workers will only work under 
t e degrading and low wage conditions of plantation labor when no 
h* a ternat ’ ves are ava ilable. Indentured servants from Europe 
H r ' n f 6 ear '’ er ! , ' ears did provide the bulk of plantation labor 
p ng * lsh areas) could not ^ recruited in sufficient numbers, 
trainin'”’ "f entJre ^ serv ’ tu de had the disadvantage of requiring the 
py - p/ groups workers as the terms of older workers 

of indent 1 V 11 [ certa ' n ^> r cheaper to indefinitely extend the terms 
done the'iT ' j 1 ]/- t ' 1e contracts of new servants, the more this is 
(as well at°i. e * ? 1 11 b^omes to recruit new indentured servants 
tracts and fi7 ep ^ remainin S { ™m illegally breaking their con¬ 
fer White indented ' e mountains >' In fa ct, historically, conditions 

to encourage recruhm^m. 31115 WeregraduaUy lightened in the attempt 
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Given the imperatives leading to the redevelopment of slavery as 
the primary relation of production in the growing plantation system 
it pretty much followed that African blacks would be selected as 
slaves. The terms of whites could not be indefinitely extended be¬ 
cause of the tremendous recruitment problems this would entail in 
Europe, as well as the increased resistance the plantation lords would 
face from both indentured and ex-indentured whites in the Americas. 
The forced transportation of Africans meant that there was no 
imperative to improve conditions to facilitate recruitment. Whites, 
unlike ethnically and visibly distinct blacks, could much more easily 
escape from servitute with the aid of relatives and friends, many of 
whom were already living in remote regions (thus making it much 
more difficult to successfully exploit them), 

Indians early on came to be defined as making very poor planta¬ 
tion slaves. Other than the fact that there were not enough Indians 
to staff the developing plantations, the primary factors that made the 
lowlands Indians less desirable than forcibly transported blacks as 
slaves included: first, the relative ease with which Indians could 
escape, live off familiar land, and secure help from free Indians; 
second, Indian societies had the capacity to strike back against the 
white colonizers which were enslaving their members (thus increas¬ 
ing the costs of the slave owners); and third, most Indians the whites 
came into contact with (especially in the Caribbean region) were at 
the hunting and gathering or simple horticultural stages of preclass 
society. Except in highland Peru, Mexico, and the Yucatan, they 
were not sedentary peasants accustomed to highly class-stratified 
relations of production or to subsistence agricultural labor. Most of 
the consequent democratic Indian tribal traditions made them very 
difficult to successfully enslave. In contrast, most forcibly transported 
blacks came from fairly advanced rank-stratified or class societies 
(largely advanced horticultural societies writh states, or at least highly 
stratified chiefdoms). Most had either been slaves or subordinate 
menial laborers in Africa. They had thus in good part already been 
broken to servile labor (Geschwender 1978, 120-25; Harris 1964, p. 
14-15). 

The difficulties with enslaving either whites or Indians meant 
that the next most available source of cheap labor would be utilized. 
The West Coast of black Africa lay directly across the Atlantic from 
the Caribbean region of the Americas. In fact, the Caribbean is 
considerably closer to Africa, than to Europe. Further. Africa was 
considerably more densely populated than were the Americas. Us 
states and advanced chiefdoms were willing and able to trade large 
numbers of war captives to European traders in exchange for metal 
goods, weapons, and other manufactures. The European trade in 
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guns induced the African states and chiefdoms to engage in warfare 
with each other in order to secure sufficient captives to trade for 
more guns. Each state or chiefdom was forced to engage in such 
trade under penalty of losing wars to those with more guns, and then 
themselves being enslaved and transported to the Americas (see 
Davidson 1961). Last, the only cost to the Europeans of depopulating 
Africa was the slight undermining of the market for the manufac¬ 
tured goods traded for the slaves. There were no European invest¬ 
ments or other economic stakes in Africa that suffered from the 
depopulation and labor export slavery required (the cost was borne 
by a different economic system). 

It must be emphasized that the enslavement of Africans had 
nothing to do with any innate or preexisting white prejudice or 
antiblack racism. White plantation owners proved quite capable 
during the early years of both brutally exploiting the native Indians 
as well as their white indentured servants. Anti black racism devel¬ 
oped after and as a result of the enslavement of blacks, i.e., it was a 
consequence, not a cause of, African slavery, Africans were enslaved 
simply because they proved to be the most profitable to enslave, i.e., 
for reasons of nearness to the Caribbean, population density in Africa, 
unfamiliarity with the local population and the environment in the 
Americas, and the African class structure. 

It took approximately a hundred years for the institution of 

chattel slavery to redevelop in the British North American colonies. 

The first blacks brought by the Dutch into Virginia were treated like 

the indentured servants brought from the British Isles. It was not 

until the 1660s that the status of blacks became distinct from that of 

white servants (Gossett 1963, p. 30). Blacks, like whites, were, at 

first, indentured for a fixed term (usually seven years) after which 

they were freed. Their children, like the children of whites, were not 

und. Further, they retained many basic rights characteristics of 

t e relations between masters and indentured servants. Gradually 

un er pressure of the world market for more and more produced 

cheaper and cheaper, the rights of blacks were restricted until they 

were eventually reduced to virtually the status of beasts of burden. 

° n ? v ' tre b' ac ^ s enslaved for life, but the children of slave 

" , me th * P rt >P«Tty for life of their owners. Short of overtly 

anvthm 3 master c * ass had legal power to do virtually 

anything they willed with their chattel. 

what* uf note ^ t * iat m the less intensely exploited (and some- 

Portuguese t!^ 0 the emerging wor!d market) areas of 

progress f 3 t u panis h America, the reappearance of slavery did not 
British areas ] ' u U e egal m anifestation) as far as it did in the 
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retained many legal rights, such as the right to own property, to save 
money, to purchase one's freedom, to have Sundays and holidays off, 
to have free time, and to marry as well as protection from excessive 
and unjust punishment by masters. This contrasted with the legal 
condition of chattel slaves in the United States, where slaves had no 
civil rights, could hold no property, could make no wills, could not 
hire themselves out, could make no contracts, could not legally marry, 
could buy or sell nothing, could keep no cattle, horses, hogs, or sheep, 
and could not buy their own freedom (Elkins 1959, chap. 2). 

Although the legal situation of slaves varied considerably be¬ 
tween the Spanish, Portuguese, and French areas and the British 
colonial areas, the reality of treatment and the degree of exploitation 
of slaves in fact varied as a function of the world demand for the 
commercial crops slave labor produced. The legal situation reflected 
the general level of long-term economic demand in the various em¬ 
pires (which implemented the various slave codes on an empirewide 
basis) rather than the specific economic demand at a specific place at 
a specific time. The British areas, being thoroughly integrated into 
the most dynamic and developing capitalist economy, took the evolu¬ 
tion of chattel slavery the furthest in both theory and practice; while 
the Spanish and Portuguese, being the least affected by developing 
capitalism, preserved, especially in their legal codes and ideology, 
strong elements of feudalism (with typically feudal guarantees for 
the producing class) in the forms of slavery that developed in their 
areas. 

In spite of the formal rights of slaves in Brazil, in those areas 
most responsive to economic demand originating in the most dynamic 
capitalist areas, and during those times when demand was at its 
peak, the actual treatment of black slaves did not differ significantly 
from that in the British areas. In Brazil in the mid-eighteenth century 
it was common practice to initiate new slaves with a vicious whip¬ 
ping, to work slaves without rest, and to inflict punishment capri¬ 
ciously. In the nineteenth century slaves were whipped to death in 
the presence of other slaves (doctors fabricated death certificate for 
the authorities). Slaves that attempted to report violations of their 
rights to the authorities were generally not taken seriously, and in 
addition were often beaten by the police for reporting their masters 
(Genovese 1971a; Davis 1971). 

The French slave code was especially humane and specified a 
number of rights and protections for the slaves. However, it was 
treated with contempt in the French West Indies during periods of 
sugar boom. By the 1780s the provisions of the 1685 Code Notr had 
become dead letters. In the Spanish areas, such as Cuba, slavery was 
traditionally mild and humane, with the rights of slaves fairly 
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consistently implemented. However, after the successful Haitian slave 
insurrection removed the leading sugar exporter from the world 
market, Cuba was rapidly developed as a substitute. The rapid 
integration of Cuba into the world capitalist market—which occurred 
in the first half of the nineteenth century—produced a rapid deteri¬ 
oration in the treatment of Cuban slaves, with their traditional rights 
now ignored (Genovese 1971). 

Once an area declined in economic importance (as occurred in 
much of the Spanish and Portuguese Americas) the slave system 
relaxed, with the legal rights of slaves once again coming to have 
some meaning. The oppressiveness of slavery fluctuated considerably 
in Brazil. It was most brutal during the sugar boom of the seven¬ 
teenth century, the mining boom of the eighteenth century, and the 
coffee boom of the nineteenth century, and most relaxed during the 
periods of world recession in the commodities Brazil exported. The 
practice of slavery also varied considerably among the regions of the 
United States. Slavery was the most humane in the tidewater areas 
of Maryland and Virginia, and most brutal in the new areas of the 
Mississippi Delta and the Southwest, where high-pressure/high-profit 
agriculture was most central (Davis 1971, p. 118). 

The conditions of slaves also varied by the availability of cheap 
replacements for slaves. With a cheap and abundant supply of slaves 
from Africa, slaves could be, and sometimes were, systematically 
worked to death (as in the early period of the development of the 
Mississippi delta). But with the closing of the slave trade (when the 
only source of new slaves became the surplus children of existing 
slaves l, it became imperative to treat slaves decently enough to allow 
them to reproduce themselves as well as to protect the now con¬ 
siderable capital investment the masters had in their bodies. 

Although the legal rights of slaves were traditionally much 
greater in the Portuguese and Spanish areas, as the sharp contrast 
. percentage distribution of slave imports and slave popu- 

ation \ country suggests, the standard of living of slaves in North 
America, at least in the nineteenth century, was better than in South 
mnenca. American slaves in fact were generally better fed, clothed, 

1971b p 302) WOr ^ ^ an ' n ^' ar '* 3 ' iean am * Brazil (Genovese 
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There is strong evidence that the standard of living (food, clothing, 
shelter, medical care, sanitation) for slaves was, on the average, 
somewhat better than the standard of living of the new Irish immi¬ 
grants to the Eastern cities in the 1840s and 1850s. By the end of the 
slave period in the United States, slaves had become especially 
valuable to their masters. Thus their materia! needs were adequately 
taken care of so that they would be lifelong productive laborers, and 
so that the master’s capital investment would not be undermined by 
improper treatment (factors which did not apply to plentiful and 
cheap Irish free labor). 


The Quality ot the Master-Slave Relationship 

Although modern slavery developed solely for reasons of profitabil¬ 
ity, the slave plantations (at least in the late period of American 
slavery) were not strictly organized (as are capitalist enterprises) 
according to profit-maximizing principles, A considerable amount of 
the slave’s labor time went into feeding and providing for the owner 
and his family as well as providing the services that enabled the 
master class to live in a style characteristic of its station (as dictated 
by the requirements of masterhood). The acquisitiveness of the slave 
lords was channeled into the accumulation of slaves valuable both for 
the surplus value they produced and the leisure they brought, and 
military, political, and social honor, the most esteemed values. 

Slavery was much more than simply a system of “extraeconomic 
compulsions" enabling an economic surplus to be squeezed out of the 
producing class.* The master-slave relationship permeated all aspects 
of Caribbean and Southern U.S. life, including the relationships 
among free whites. The prevalence of slavery determined the charac¬ 
ter of slave societies as a whole. Slavery generated an aristocratic 
class that was very different from a ruling class of merchants or 
industrial capitalists. A ruling class that bases itself in the ownership 
of other human beings must demonstrate its all-around social superi¬ 
ority. The master class had to clothe itself in the facade necessary to 
effectively control the poor white population (as well as the slaves). 

The master-slave relation generated a distinctive psychology in 
the master class. A habit of command was inculcated that permeated 
relationships with both slaves and nonslaves. A distinctive aristo¬ 
cratic poise, grace, dignity, gentility, and graciousness were all class 
characteristics of the slave masters. 


’This section relies heavily on Genovese 1967, 1968, 1969, 1971a, 1971b. and 1974 
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The world view of the slaveholders also grew out of the master- 
slave relationship. Politically and ideologically the South came to 
develop a distinctive philosophy qualitatively different from that of 
the industrial capitalist world emerging around it. A distinctively 
anticapitalist ideology hostile to individualism, markets, the idea of a 
voluntary social contract, the callous exploitation of wage labor, and 
the single-minded pursuit of profit became pervasive. The slave 
owners recoiled from the notion that profit should be the sole gover¬ 
nor of life, that economic pursuits should be strictly guided by 
rational maximizing principles, that thrift and hard work should be 
virtues, and that a society ought to be evaluated in terms of its rate 
of economic growth. 

The slaveholders came to believe that slavery was the most 
humane and mild form of exploitation; the one from which all classes, 
the productive class as well as the ruling class, benefited the most. It 
was maintained that cultured civilization is impossible without a 
leisure class, and that slavery is most ideally suited to this end. 

To the planters, slaves were a source of prestige and pride as 
well as power. Slave ownership was not only regarded as a privilege, 
but also as a social duty, responsibility, and societal trust. Slavery 
was seen by the master class as the essence of morality in human 
affairs. The slave owners defended slavery as a morally superior 
social system. The defense of slavery for this class thus was a 
defense of their honor. The Southern conflict with the North was 

t^ en 3S ,/ mora t con ^’ ct m defense of a superior system. Because 
their self-conception as well as their whole civilization was so tied up 
wit t e continuation of slavery, the plantation lords would resist a 

r Ce tL m ? m ° rph0SeS * nt0 ca P* tabsts - Even if wage labor could 
nave been shown to be more profitable, the slaveholders would not 

a\e agr to disband slavery for to do so would have violated their 
very raison d etre. 
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concentration camp, an experience that also resulted in the infantiza- 
tion of prisoners. Slaves, after their capture in Africa, immediately 
became subject to the most dehumanizing treatment in their imprison¬ 
ment and forced march to the sea. Approximately one-third of slave 
captives died even before being put on ships bound for the Americas. 
Starvation, thirst, and other brutalities of all kinds were the norm. 
The African ordeal was followed by the grueling two-month passage 
in the incredibly overcrowded, brutal, disease- and filth-ridden holes 
of slavers packed from floor to ceiling to maximize profits. Another 
one-third of the African captives died during the middle passage, 
leaving only about one-third of those originally captured to be sold in 
America. In the British and American regions, which systematically 
divided up slaves from the same tribes (rather than settling them 
together, as was the practice in Brazil), their language, customs, 
religions, and even names became irrelevant to the new slaves’ life. 
Old standards no longer made sense in the New World, where forced 
labor under humiliating conditions, English, Christianity, and even a 
new name were all suddenly forced on one (typically breaking one’s 
will to resist) (Elkins 1959, chap. 3). The required quick adjustment 
to absolute power in a totally different environment typically without 
the support of others of the same culture produced both a detachment 
from one’s prior life and infantization. The British-American system 
of systematically and suddenly destroying the African culture of the 
slaves by splitting up people from tribes and firmly prohibiting the 
practice of African customs had a more lasting psychological effect 
than did the Spanish and Portuguese practices. In the light of the 
shock of America, it is not difficult to see how a paternalistic slave 
lord, as the source of all privileges, gifts, and necessities (as well as 
punishments) would be viewed with awe reminiscent of a father, 
and, thus, the ideology of paternalism become rooted in the personal¬ 
ities of the slaves as well as in those of the masters (Elkins 1959, 
chap. 3; Genovese 1971a; Fanon 1961). 

However, it should be noted that once the initial shock of being 
enslaved was over, the conditions of life on the plantations w r ere 
different from the ongoing life in concentration camps. The slaves 
who accommodated to their new life found considerable space within 
which to maintain some integrity provided they fundamentally 
accepted the paternalistic authority of their slave lords, i.e., at least 
acted like children. Slaves, unlike typical concentration camp pris¬ 
oners, did not normally systematically suffer from malnutrition or 
grossly inadequate clothing or shelter. Further, fairly adequate health 
and sanitation precautions were taken with slaves, if only to preserve 
the capital investment of the masters. Concentration camp prisoners 
were systematically denied basic human amenities, such as a social 






40 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


life friends, sexuality, and so forth, that were not denied slaves. The 
Gestapo deliberately attempted to destroy the individuality and inte¬ 
grity of prisoners, while the planters generally accepted slave in¬ 
dividuality. While the Gestapo was not interested in securing the 
loyalty of prisoners (only their unquestioning obedience) the slave 
lords were concerned with gaining the loyalty of their slaves. 

Further, after the closing of the slave trade more humane stan¬ 
dards of treatment developed (in order to ensure a regular supply of 
laborers). The subsequent growth of a Creole slave population nar¬ 
rowed the cultural and social gap between the slaves and masters (as 
well as other whites), resulting in the development of feelings of 
mutual affection and intimacy. 

Paternalism, rather than cold exploitation, became characteristic 
of the way masters related to slaves. A fatherly, protective, but at 
the same time dominant and commanding, attitude came to be typical. 
Slavery required masters to see slaves as acquiescent human beings 
who had certain rights as well as duties and responsibilities. The 
masters came to feel certain responsibilities for the welfare of slaves 
as well as to believe that slaves had certain rights. 

In sum. within the parameters of paternalistic authoritarianism, 
slaves, once they adjusted to the new world, were not generally 
subject to a constant state of terror (such as existed in concentration 
camps). Their inferiorization was thus only partial. The slaves main¬ 
tained a sense of moral worth (Genovese 1974). 

That most black slaves in good part acquiesced in their sub¬ 
mission is demonstrated by the overwhelming evidence from the 
testimony of ex-slaves about conditions on the old plantations (which 
in some cases amounts to nostalgia) as well as the testimony of 
masters that they did not, as a rule, fear their slaves. In fact, neither 
the doors of plantation houses nor those of the slave quarters were 
usualh locked at night. Even where there were panics among slave 
lords about rebellions, it was normal to feel that one’s own slaves 

would protect against the rebellious slaves of other masters (Genovese 
1974, p. 615). 

In spite of the general inferioration and partial acquiescence 
created by slavery, there was systematic resistance on the part of 
s aves to their lot. Two of the chief manifestations of this resistance 
soldiering,” including lack of care for tools, laziness, 

: S <as 3 tact * c not 1° have to do things), and slave 

Jf°v „ e f ack trans ^ orma li°n of the Christian religion (which 
and \ ° TCe t ° n flowed blacks to strengthen their pride 
fnr thu' 3rit ' Mother, even while it acted as a safety value 

Black r^f SSI ° nS ° f th ' S worlt * Reflecting concerns to another life). 

ianitv, even while reflecting the hegemony of the master 
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class, emerged as a means of resisting the moral and psychological 
aggression of that class (Genovese 1974, book 2), Resistance to slavery 
was also manifested in running away, fleeing to the North or Canada, 
occasionally in killing an overseer or even a plantation lord, and 
sometimes (although rather rarely in the United States, unlike in the 
Portuguese, French, and Spanish areas) in slave revolts. The largest 
slave revolt in the United States, that led by Nat Turner in the 
1830s, involved only a few hundred slaves and lasted for only a few 
days, an event that would have gone virtually unrecorded in Brazil. 

The Variety of Occupational Positions of U.S. Slaves 

In 1850, about 7 percent of all U.S. slaves were in managerial 
posts (mostly as slave drivers), 12 percent were artisans and crafts¬ 
men (blacksmiths, carpenters, and so forth). In fact almost 80 percent 
of southern artisans were slaves—and about 7 percent were in semi¬ 
skilled or domestic jobs as gardeners, stewards, teamsters, and house 
servants. About three-fourths of all slaves were simple laborers 
(mostly all in the fields) (Fogel and Engelman 1974, 39; Reich 1981, p. 
21 ). 

Black slaves were generally employed as foremen (slave drivers) 
in direct supervision of slave gangs working under white overseers. 
The drivers were given certain privileges such as whiskey and extra 
food, access to women, and closeness to the master. They often went 
with the master on hunting trips, discussed plantation business on 
mutually respectful terms, and took on trusted responsibilities. Driv¬ 
ers had responsibility for much of the punishment of recalcitrant 
slaves and were held responsible for maintaining the level of produc¬ 
tion. Many blacks preferred to work directly for whites rather than 
for the drivers. But some drivers also mitigated the harshness of the 
system and defended their people. Drivers often provided leadership 
to the slave quarters, gaining a degree of respect because of their 
position and ability to protect. But because they were so dependent 
on the masters they were mostly effective agents of order and discip¬ 
line (Genovese 1974, pp. 365-88). 

House servants represented another relatively privileged strata 
of slaves. House servants were especially trusted because of their 
daily personal associations with the master class. As with the drivers, 
they were especially dependent on the master class for their special 
privileges. But the master class was especially dependent on their 
house servants as well. The master class needed the support and 
trust of their house slaves far more than house servants needed 
theirs. The masters and mistresses needed personal servants they 
could depend on. This gave the house slaves considerable leverage to 
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enhance their position. Considerable intimacy was often involved, 
especially in the relations between the mistresses and their personal 
female servants {who spent much of their time sharing with their 
servants the secrets of their love lives) (Genovese 1974, pp. 327-65). 

However, for the most part, neither the drivers nor the house 
servants formed a distinctive subclass distinguished socially from the 
bulk of simple field hands. Male servants were generally youths 
under 15 or persons over 45. Children employed as house servants 
were sent to work in the field during their most productive years and 
then allowed to return to the house as their bodies grew weaker 
(many top field hands who did not become house servants in their 
later years were shifted into the crafts to become plantation artisans 
as a reward for good service) (Fogel and Engerman 1974, p. 220). It 
should also be noted that the typical house slave worked on either a 
small farm or a moderate size plantation where there were too few 
other house slaves to allow the formation of a separate social strata 
of house slaves even if the position was a lifelong one (Genovese 
1971, p. 308). 

A significant number of black slaves (approximately 5 percent in 
the 1850s) worked in industry, mostly in rural, small town, or plan¬ 
tation industries. Only about 20 percent of slaves employed in indus¬ 
tries were located in cities (Starobin 1970, pp. 11-12). About 80 
percent of industrial slaves were owned by industrial enterprises, 
with the other 20 percent being rented from their owners by the 
month or year (Starobin 1970, p. 12). The textile and especially the 
iron industries were heavily dependent on slave labor (slaves were 
the chief labor force in most upper South ironworks). It should be 
noted that southern iron production stagnated in the 1850s because 
of severe competition from Pennsylvania and Ohio (which used free 
white labor) (Starobin 1970, p. 14). But the trend in southern industry 
in the 1850s was toward the replacement of black slaves by white 
wage laborers. 


Although most industrial slaves did not work in cities, it is of 
interest to note that the slave population of the largest Southern 
cities declined from 1850-60. The slave population of the ten largest 
sout ern cities dropped by 9,000 (or 12 percent). In a period when 
s a\er\ was expanding in agriculture this suggests an incompatibility 
aver y anc * ur ban enterprises, and thus a blockage on the 
expanded use of slaves in industry (Fogel and Engerman 1974, p. 98). 

mdUStna S . avery t0 ** consolidated, especially in the skilled 
JJ, 1C ?, S ’ ! l wou , ^ kave been necessary to provide the slaves with 
frepHnn!? t mcentlves 'Perhaps including the right to purchase their 
social I v'ria ° implC T m suc *\ a system, however, would have been 
industrial ^ eCaUs f : . ^ r8t ’ wou !d bring privileges to the 

ves ' thus raising (potentially explosive) expectations 
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among the black population; and second, it would undermine the 
legitimating myth that blacks were inferior and capable of only 
menial tasks requiring close supervision. Employers thus resisted 
implementing a materia! incentive system functionally equivalent to 
wage labor. Consequently, while the northern factory workers had 
the fear of unemployment and the possibility of making more money 
as incentives to increase productivity, the slaves did not. They were 
thus not as efficient as wage workers. 

The use of black slaves in many industries in the South in spite 
of their relative inefficiency was in good part a result of the quality 
of white labor available. White laborers were generally considered to 
have a status only slightly better than black slaves since the degra¬ 
dations encumbent on slave status tended to be generalized to all 
menial labor (which thus carried a considerable stigma). The logic of 
slavery, in which manual labor is the distinctive burden of the slave, 
dictated that manual labor in general would be considered menial and 
humiliating. White laborers were deeply affected by the ideology of 
the planter class and thus very much resented (and felt humiliated 
by) performing “slave” labor. Their consequent demoralization nega¬ 
tively affected their reliability and productivity. Because of the low 
status associated with industrial labor, the whites recruited to it 
tended to be the dregs of white society, often more “lumpen” than 
typically proletarian in attitude. 

The Contradictions of Slavery 

Slave economies are full of contradictions that prevent them 
from increasing their economic efficiency and maximizing capital 
accumulation. Although the introduction of slavery generally greatly 
increased the productivity of an area (because of the previous short¬ 
age of labor), the slave mode of production soon tended to economic 
stagnation, especially in comparison with capitalist economies with 
their internal dynamic of increasing efficiency. The economic back¬ 
wardness and relative decline of the South’s economy in relation to 
the North of the United States as well as to Great Britain was a 
product of the logic of the master-slave relationship.* 


•Nevertheless, the Southern slave system was sufficiently profitable to survive 
and grow (even if more slowly than the industrial capitalism of the North). Southern 
plantations, controlling for size (and thus economies of scale), appear to have been 
approximately as efficient (in terms of value of output from a given input of labor, 
land, and capital) as Northern farms, indicating that the slave system was economical* 
ly viable, even if profitability could be maintained only in the few crops that lent 






44 / CLASS STRUCTURE 

Slave labor is notoriously low in productivity. Slaves generally 
work indifferently unless they are very closely supervised (which is 
only possible at great cost). Slaves do not have the efficient incentive 
structure of proletarians (they do not have the pressure of unemploy¬ 
ment. demotions, promotions, and so forth driving them). They will 
eat, and eat pretty much the same, independently of how much they 
work. Since the master class has a capital investment in them, 
reasonable care will be taken of their bodies no matter how poorly 
they work. Slavery does not lend itself to motivating the producers 
by a close linking of how much they produce to their reward (see 
Genovese 1967, chap. 2). 

There were, however, various incentive systems superimposed 
on the basic coercive framework of slavery to induce slaves to work. 
Whippings as well as deprivation of privileges (such as visits to 
town), and such punishments as branding, confinements in stocks, 
incarceration, and sale were also applied to recalcitrant slaves. 
Positive incentives were also implemented, in various degrees and 
various places. Some planters offered prizes for the individual or 
png with the best performance, e.g., whiskey, tobacco, trips to town, 
or sometimes even cash. Year-end bonuses for working hard were 
sometimes offered (in either goods or cash). The most productive 
slaves were sometimes rewarded with patches of land that they could 
work on their own account. Slaves who performed well also increased 
their probability of eventually becoming artisans, house servants, or 
drivers (and the consequent rewards of higher status, better housing, 
better clothing, and cash bonuses these positions entailed) (see Fogel 
and Engerman 19/4, pp. 144*49). However, such positive and negative 
incentives were of secondary importance compared to the immediate 
ear of sacking, hunger, and short-term prospects for pay increase 
that governed the behavior of industrial wage laborers. * 

la\es, because of the deficiency of incentives, are typically care- 
ess in their handling of tools (e.g., in order to reduce breakage the 
>ptca southern hoe used by slaves weighed three times as much as 
tne noe m use in the North at the same time) as well as in their care 
fe '^;\' ess e ^’ c ’ en t oxen and mules had to be used instead 
tinn ^ more e ! c,em horses.that required greater care), and in cultiva- 
genera (e.g., fertilizer could not generally be used because 


inefficiency of slave labor W* *° have been the case in s P ite of the relative 
income of family farmers of i the remuneration of slaves was less than the 

crops of the South kern nr. . , rat ' . W ^ le tt)e Browing world demand for the export 

more intensively than was laWn ^ ^ wel1 as slave labor was used 

n family farms (Fogel and Engerman 1974. chap. 6). 
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improper application could easily destroy the land’s productivity). In 
general, technical innovations were inhibited and traditionally in¬ 
efficient methods preserved. For the most part, slaves worked best 
doing simple repetitive tasks that required more brute strength than 
care or initiative (and required the minimum of supervision). Certain 
crops that required simple care, especially sugarcane and cotton, lent 
themselves well to slave labor. Because of the limited number of such 
crops, however, there could be little or no crop rotation. This together 
with the inhibition on the use of fertilizers tended to result in the 
depletion of the soil and put obstacles in the way of reclaiming worn- 
out land. As a result, the productivity of the land in slave areas 
declined, forcing the slave system to continuously incorporate new 
virgin soils (this was a major source of the imperialist impetus of the 
Southern slave system manifested in the U.S. annexation of Texas 
and the war with Mexico in the 1840s as well as in its imperial 
designs on much of the Caribbean) (see Genovese 1967, chaps. 2-5). 

The inefficiency, laziness, and clumsiness of slaves was perpet¬ 
uated and stabilized by the need of the master class to believe that 
slaves were inferior. They thus expected them to be lazy, inefficient, 
and clumsy, as this was validation of the myth that justified pater¬ 
nalism and the slave mode of production. The very ideology that 
justified slavery acted as a contradiction of the system. 

Another major problem with slave labor lay in the inflexibility of 
the labor force. While capitalists can quickly and easily expand or 
contract the size of their work force simply by hiring or firing, the 
slave owners must purchase new human beings at great initial cost 
when they want to expand, and sell them (perhaps in a poor market) 
when they need to contract. As a result, the size of a plantation labor 
force tends to be much less flexible than that of a capitalist. While 
the capitalists can lay off during slack seasons or recessions, the 
slave masters generally must continue to feed and provide for their 
slaves the year around, and in spite of the condition of the market, in 
order to be sure to have a labor force during the busy season and 
when the market picks up. The problem with securing a labor force 
is not so great when a cheap source of new slaves is readily available, 
but it can become a major obstacle to increasing production when the 
source of cheap labor dries up. Not only does slave labor make for an 
inflexible, unmotivated, and very expensive labor force, it also pro¬ 
vides little opportunity to select specially trained workers for specific 
tasks. Slaves are purchased for an indefinite tenure and must be 
flexible in the tasks they perform. 

Slaves in fact were generally purchased for use, rather than 
speculation. Slaves once purchased were rarely resold. The slave’s 
familiarity with conditions on a given plantation, personal attach- 
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ments, and the economic loss encumbent on letting equipment and 
land lie idle because of insufficient labor as well as the general 
paternalistic mentality of the plantation lords prevented slaves from 
being treated like baies of cotton. The fact that during depressed 
conditions slave prices were low and during boom times high also 
inhibited the selling of slaves. After the end of the slave trade it 
appears that almost half of slave sales originated in the breakup of 
estates due to death or bankruptcy, rather than in plantation lords 
selling slaves in order to make a profit (Fogel and Engerman 1974, 
pp, 54-55). 

In 1860, about 6 percent of slaves in rural areas were on hire. A 
good number, if not most, of these were artisans who were frequently 
allowed by their owners to hire themselves out on their own account, 
in return paying their owners a fixed percentage of their income. The 
renting of field hands played a minor, if not inconsequential, role in 
Southern agriculture. However, in the urban areas where there were 
concentrations of slave artisans, slaves on hire represented about 30 
percent of the slave population (Fogel and Engerman 1974, p, 56). In 
summary, slaves tended to stay in place throughout their lifetimes 
irrespective of the ups and downs of the economic fortunes of their 
masters. This was very different from the norm for wage laborers in 
capitalist economies. 

Slavery also resulted in a contradiction of domestic economic 
demand (which inhibited the development of industry). The low living 
standards of the slaves on the one hand, and the aristocratic living 
standards of the lords, largely satisfied by imports from abroad 
(together with the concentration of wealth among whites in a relative¬ 
ly few hands), on the other, meant that there was little in the way of 
a domestic market to stimulate local industry. The slave lords them- 
se \es preferred to invest their profits in more land and slaves (even 
if industrial enterprises appeared somewhat more profitable) because 
the central importance of aristocratic status in the system, i.e., 
t ere was strong pressure to conspicuous consumption, rather than 
maximizing savings and accumulation. 

Slaveholding planters were generally hostile to industry. The 
-tale apparatus they controlled was consequently used to tax com- 
u manufa ^ ture t0 support the countryside, rather than vice 

havp ? ^ ne * n capitalist and socialist countries that 

have wanted to facilitate industrialization). 

toeet ^ out ^ ern U.S, slave lords advocated, and tried 
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tariffs against their cotton exports. Unlike the Northern industrialists 
who wanted high tariffs to protect their markets, the Southerners 
could not care less if local industrial production was encouraged. In 
general they did not want the federal government to engage in inter¬ 
nal improvements such as railroads and canals. Nor did they want it 
to engage in other measures that would have facilitated the growth 
of small farmers in the West or strengthened the economic power of 
the Northern states. They were thus opposed to granting homesteads 
to small farmers, encouraging European immigration, building rail¬ 
ways to the West, and virtually all other state policies that benefited 
industrial capital (see Genovese 1967, chap. 1). In general, the pre¬ 
dominance of slave relations of production inhibits industrialization 
and consequently, by blocking technological process, puts a slave 
society at a disadvantage vis-a-vis other societies (e.g., the capitalist 
North of the United States), whose modes of production facilitate 
industrialization. 

That slave relations of production tend to cause stagnation and 
inhibit increases in efficiency and productivity in both agriculture 
and industry is borne witness to not only by the relative stagnation 
of the Southern economy in the United States, but also by the 
experience of the slave mode of production in the ancient world. 
During the eight centuries from the rise of Athens to the fall of Rome 
(when slavery predominated), there was very little technical inno¬ 
vation in the means of production. No major inventions occurred. 
Wherever slavery has been the dominant mode of production, there 
has been general technological stagnation (Anderson 1974, p. 26). 

SERFDOM 

Serfdom is the system of property relations in which the produc¬ 
ing class is tied to the land but maintains important rights to their 
labor time as well as access to the land (and other vital resources 
such as wood and water) on condition that they provide a major part 
of their labor to a lord. The exploitation of the producing class in 
such societies, the serfs, is typically effected by the requirement of 
working so many days a year on the lord’s estate or manor as well as 
so many days on public works such as roads or the lord’s castle. 
There is a variation within serfdom in the degree to which the serf is 
bound to the lord (in contrast to the land) as well as in the relative 
rights of the serf and lord in the land. But in general, the lord has 
both political-legal and economic authority over the serfs (both of 
which are used to enforce exploitation).* 


’The discussion in this section draws heavily on Anderson 1974; Bloch 1961; 
Critchley 1978; Pirenne 1937; Hobsbawm 1965; Hilton 1976; and Cbeyney 1936, 
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As commercial relations radically declined in the late Roman 
Empire, the practice of binding most producers to their occupations 
developed as a way of ensuring the performance of economic func- 
tions. The former slaves on latifundia (which had once been oriented 
to sales on the world market) were largely reduced to serfdom by the 
fifth century A.D. This occurred considerably before the total system 
of feudalism with its vassalage system of personal homage (which 
organized relationships within the propertied class) developed (Bloch 
1961. chap. 19; Anderson 1974, pt. 1, chap. 1). 

The ‘'barbarian" conquerors of the Roman Empire lived in essen¬ 
tially preclass tribal societies in which personal, usually kin-based 
ties, governed relationships. The tribal chiefs of the conquering 
barbarian tribes solved the problem of governing the conquered lands 
by assigning economic and political authority to their subchiefs in 
return for their continued provision of military services (i.e„ the 
kings granted benefices to their ex-lieutenants). The old tribal war 
chiefs thus developed into sedentary kings, while the subordinate 
military leaders developed into feudal lords. The old tribal councils 
(within which decisions had been made) withered away, replaced by 
the retinue of the king (who made grants of the use of land and other 
gifts in return for services performed). The old protoserfs of the 
Roman Empire acquired new masters (Anderson 1974, chap. 2). 

There had been some free peasants in the Roman provinces of 
western Europe, Many more free peasants were created from the 
settlement of the barbarian conquerors (the rank-and-file tribal 
warriors were rewarded with land). However, over the course of the 
Dark Ages neither the state, village, nor extended kin network could 
any longer provide sufficient military protection to the free peasantry, 
and thus they were gradually largely forced to voluntarily enserf 
themselves to local lords in return for military protection. The 
condition of the early barbarian peasantry also deteriorated because 
of the burden placed on them by continuing wars (to which they 
were recruited) and taxation. In fact, class stratification developed 
rapidly among the new barbarian settlers once the migratory tribal 
federations became territorially fixed. Serfdom, during the classical 
peri of European feudalism from 900 to 1200, thus represented a 
convergence of the old protoserf system of the late Roman Empire 
m ,, 1 e j’ ew ^ enserfed descendants of the free peasants. Full-fledged 
se ^ om had become general in western Europe by the late ninth 


,. c ' ass ' c al feudalism serfs typically worked on the mostly 
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lanrl edf °j lhe , manor and so many days to feed his family on 
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depended on their lord for basic social welfare as well as for police 
and military protection. The manors had their own artisans and 
there was little dependence on towns or trade. 

Serfdom, even during this period, was not universal in western 
Europe. There were regions such as Sweden, Switzerland, and much 
of Normandy where the peasants were not attached to the land. In 
other areas there were patches of land not subject to serfdom. In 
such areas, some serfs held land on their own which was not subject 
to their lord. Some villages scattered around Europe almost entirely 
escaped servitude. The degree of dependence of serfs on their lords 
also varied by area. In the early period English serfs were more 
subordinate than were the French because the English state was 
stronger than the French (and was thus more effective in running 
down runaway serfs) (Block 1961, chap. 19). 

Western European serfdom was associated with the system of 
decentralized and fragmented economic and political relations among 
the classes. There was profound stratification within the landowning 
class of nobles, with the kings at the top and the knights at the 
bottom. In classical European feudalism, the relations among the 
landowning nobility were governed by personal relationships of 
obligation (vassalage). The superior lord granted a fief to a sub¬ 
ordinate in exchange for service. Typically, this involved the right to 
exploit peasants in a certain geographical area as well as the right to 
administer justice and pretty much make the laws. In exchange, the 
subordinate lord had to provide military service when called upon to 
do so by the superior lord. The grant of the political and economic 
rights of a fief were contingent on performance of duty and could 
theoretically be revoked for noncompliance. It would often happen 
that a given minor lord owed vassalage to two or more different 
superior lords because he held fiefs from more than one superior. A 
minor lord owed personal homage only to his immediate lord or lords, 
not to the lords of their lords. Thus, in the advent of rebellion by an 
intermediate lord, his vassals generally sided with him rather than 
with the lord's lord. 

During the earliest period of feudalism fiefs were typically 
granted for the life of the vassal, but gradually the term was ex¬ 
tended, with fiefs becoming the patrimony of the vassal, and the 
expectation of service less. Fiefs had pretty generally become inheri¬ 
table by 850 (Anderson 1974, p. 142). The transformation of the fiefs 
into the patrimony of the lords was facilitated by the greater incen¬ 
tive for performance involved if the lord knew he could pass on his 
fief to his son as well as by the general deterioration of the economy, 
which weakened the authority of the central kings. 
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The class barriers between the landed aristocracy and the rest of 
the population erystalized in the twelfth century (at the same time as 
the rigidities of serfdom were being undermined). While prior to the 
twelfth century it was possible for commoners who had obtained 
sufficient wealth, or who had performed important services for the 
king, to become nobles, after this period it became very difficult. The 
nobility became virtually exclusively hereditary. The privileges and 
prerogatives of the nobility that formerly were mostly simply cus¬ 
tomary became legally enforcible and jealously guarded. Measures 
were taken that prevented the sale of fiefs, thus guaranteeing them 
as the more or less indivisible patrimony of the lords. These measures 
were taken in the time of expanded market relations in order to 
advance and consolidate the political and economic position of the 
landed class against both the rising bourgeoisie of the towns (whose 
rapidly accumulated wealth was becoming a threat to the traditional¬ 
ly economically dominant classes) and the serfs who were gradually 
being transformed into formally free tenants (Anderson 1974a, pp 
182-85; Bloch 1961, pt. 6). 

After 1100 in the area west of the Elbe serfdom began to wither 
away (and was eventually abolished) because of expanding markets. 
The old essentially self-sufficient manor was gradually transformed 
into a unit producing for the market. The old feudal labor dues were 
transformed into rents. The serfs became formally free peasants 
(who could be pushed off the land if they did not work hard enough). 
In general, in the twelfth and thirteenth century, the revival of 
commerce transformed the feudal class structure. 

Not only were traditional serf relations undermined west of the 
Elbe, but as the towns rapidly grew in size and economic importance, 
artisans and merchants became much more important than they had 
been during the earlier period of serfdom. The crafts evolved from 
small familvlike operations in which most apprentices could eventual- 
> expect to become master craftsmen to highly commercial operations 
in v ich the journeymen artisans were systematically exploited by 
e masters. By the middle of the thirteenth century, class formation 
a proceeded to such a point in the new towns that sharp class 
?. f out ' n man y °f them between the economically and 

arti _ ? °i? inatU m 6Tchants and the increasingly subordinated 

artisans (see Cheyney 1936, chap. 1-4). 
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the water mill was developed for mechanical power, and the three- 
field system of agricultural rotation came into general use (Anderson 
1974a, p. 183). In contrast, the period of the domination of ancient 
slavery saw almost no technical progress. 

Feudal societies devoted a higher proportion of the surplus 
produced by the exploited population to reinvestment in the means of 
production and rather less to the conspicuous consumption of the 
ruling class, than did the Asiatic mode of production (state peas¬ 
antry). On the other hand, capitalists tend to reinvest much more 
than do feudal lords. Moreover, the rate of innovation under cap¬ 
italism is considerably greater (because of the pressure of forced 
commercial competition) than it is in feudalism (with its traditional 
economic practices). 

Neither serfdom nor feudalism were unique to precapitalist 
Europe. Japan developed a feudal system that was very much like 
that of Europe in the wake of the gradual decay of its earlier Asiatic 
mode of production. Japanese feudalism also saw the combination of 
vassalage among the nobility with the legal binding of the serf to the 
land. There were minor differences with European serfdom/feudalism, 
however. In Japan the authority structure was firmer (with more 
acts of submission and less symmetry of obligations). Further, there 
was no plurality of lords (Anderson 1974b, pp. 413-18). 

Serfdom, however, has been rather limited in geographical scope. 
In fact, throughout the central regions of the World Island, from the 
Balkans and Morocco through the Near East and India to China and 
Southeast Asia, serfdom has been rare. The most common class 
system in agricultural societies has been one of more or less free 
peasants with fairly secure rights in the land (which legally is usually 
state property) providing their surplus to the central state in the 
form of a tax. In the case of China, for hundreds of years before the 
twentieth century most of the land was private property, with free 
peasants either paying rent (usually in the form of a share of the 
crop) to a private landlord, or tax to the state. As early as the 
eleventh century in China perhaps as many as 60 percent of the 
peasants were small holders (Anderson 1974b, p. 527). 

The peasants in the Asiatic societies had relatively secure and 
inheritable use rights in the land so long as they and their children 
used the land and paid their taxes to the central states. Peasants 
generally had the right to shift residence (although movement was 
often regulated in various degrees) (Anderson 1974b, p. 371). The 
Asiatic world had no stable hereditary nobility. Local administrators 
generally served at the pleasure of the central state and operated 
within the guidelines laid down by it. 
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The Oriental mode of production (state peasantry) and its atten¬ 
dant form of relatively free peasantry (exploited mostly through 
taxation) tends to arise and be stable in areas where water control, 
and hence a central state to supervise public works, are predominant. 
In contrast, feudalism and serfdom tend to arise and last the longest 
in areas where neither insufficient rainfall nor catastrophic flooding 
of river valleys is a major problem (and hence where a central state 
bureaucracy is not a precondition of intensive agriculture).* 


PEASANTRY 

Peasants are oriented to subsistence agriculture, have consider¬ 
able direct operational control over their own labor in production, 
and are required to produce a surplus for the dominant agrarian 
class.t Within these parameters the degree of peasant autonomy, the 
specific land tenure system, the form, relative size, and distribution 
among different groups (i.e., landlords, state, church, merchants, 
moneylenders) of the economic surplus appropriated from the peasan¬ 
try varies considerably. 

Peasants typically have at least some rights in the land and can 
not in most cases easily be totally displaced by either their landlord 
or the state (when it is the ultimate property owner) so long as the 
peasant family continues to fulfill its obligations to cultivate the land 
and provide the surplus to the dominant class. (This is less the case 
in sharecropping tenancy than in other types of peasantry.) Unlike 
slaves or serfs, peasants are formally free. They are not rigidly tied 
to either the land or to a given landlord and, consequently, have a 
degree of flexibility in their location. They often have, however, 


It is important to note that there is not a universal association of state peasantry 
with a strong economic role for the state in managing public waterworks. However, 
the management of public works gives rise to state peasantries both in the immediate 
arra of the public works where they are directly functional and in surrounding (often 
w e • s P rea d °°t) areas that the military and economic power of the states built on 
coniro * are able to conquer or otherwise dominate. Thus, state peasantry came 
to oe prevalent throughout the center of the world, from the South China Sea to the 
tterranean. but not so common in western Europe. Japan, central Asia, central 
_. nca ' or re * lons on the edges of the World Island. The regions on the world center's 
.argins, namev western Europe (and perhaps Japan), were relatively immune from 
mfl . S , tate peasantr >’ a!Kl strong central empires; consequently, they were 
Dolitirai fL ° tl* rJI) L f a ^ la '' Srn l)ecaus * th e relative weakness of the strong central 
Si \ Z 2“ bi0Ck ’ tS devei °P ment the last section of this chapter). 
Paice lQ7s-■ Qt- l ° n u rjn J >ea ™ rilry draws heavily on Stavenhagen 1975; Shanin 1971; 
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significant de facto constraints on their movement as well as formal 
and informal relations of subordination to the landowners and/or the 
officials of the state (including the lack of basic civil rights). Various 
studies have shown that in stable peasant societies with plow agri¬ 
culture the surplus taken by the dominant classes amounts to 
roughly one-half of the peasants' total production (varying consider¬ 
ably according to population density and land productivity). 

Three types of relationships between the peasant producers and 
the dominant (exploitive) class prevail in peasant societies: first, 
patrimonial domain, or subordination to lords who have hereditary 
rights in the land and who exploit the peasantry through rents 
(either in kind or in cash) and perhaps labor services; second, 
prebendal domain, or subordination to officials of a state that owns 
the land and exploits the peasantry primarily through taxes in kind 
or cash (the difference between a “rent” and a "tax” in the case 
where the state owns the land or where the landlord has juridical 
powers has no substantive meaning); and third, mercantile domain, 
where the land formally belongs to the peasants, rather than to the 
state or landlords, but where the peasantry is exploited largely 
through domination of markets by merchants and payments on land 
mortgages to moneylenders (here the surplus is extracted in the form 
of unequal exchange and interest). 

In prebendal domain the officials who collect taxes for the royal 
bureaucracy either receive a set salary (as was traditionally the case 
in China) or a proportion of the taxes actually collected (“tax farm¬ 
ing”) as occurred in the Mogul Empire in India or the Ottoman 
Empire. But in either case the authority of officials over such state 
peasants is limited. It is exercised at the discretion of the centralized 
royal bureaucracy that maintains ultimate authority over the peas¬ 
ants (typically mediated by village headmen within semiautonomous 
villages). As long as the prebendal peasants continue to utilize the 
land and provide taxes they are generally secure in their use rights. 
In such systems use rights to land are often either periodically 
redistributed or redistributed on the death of a peasant. 

Peasant proprietors generally maintain relatively self-sufficient 
households, i.e., they produce most of the goods they consume, build 
their own buildings, make their own clothing, grow most of their 
own food, and so forth. They are normally dependent on markets for 
only a few essentials such as salt, metal utensils, and tools. The 
typical peasant village is even more self-contained with its own 
artisans (e.g., blacksmiths, coopers, and so on) to provide much of 
what the household cannot itself produce. 

Peasants do not regard their land as a means to make money. 
They are oriented rather to providing for the traditional (and more or 
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less set) consumption of their family as well as to pay dues to the 
political and economic powers, not to accumulating wealth. Peasants 
run a household, not a business enterprise. 

Since the goal of peasant production (beyond taxes and rents) is 
to meet the consumption needs of the household, peasants tend to 
allocate their labor over the year (the number and intensity of hours 
worked), so as to produce an output that meets their basic require¬ 
ments. Thus, a decreasing return from increasing labor inputs (“de¬ 
creasing marginal returns") does not generally affect the peasant’s 
labor as long as the needs of the family have not yet been satisfied. 
This makes economic sense to the peasant, since in a self-sufficient 
household labor that is not expended, no matter how marginal the 
expanded output, would otherwise be idle. The peasant is not oriented 
to the rate of hourly remuneration or to the rate of profit, but rather 
to the aggregate remuneration of a whole labor year. Once a peasant 
household has produced all it needs to satisfy its traditional consump¬ 
tion requirements and pay the landlords, state, and creditors, it tends 
to cut back on its labor input, no matter how great the marginal 
returns of additional labor may be. 

Normally, however, all able-bodied family members put in a full 
day of labor. This is the case because of the tendency of landlords, 
the state, merchants, and moneylenders (assuming all productive 
land is occupied) to adjust the levels of rent, tax, terms of trade, and 
interest to what the peasants can bear (without their rate of deserting 
the land exceeding the rate that is necessary to maintain cultivation). 

Questions of comparative profitability of various expenditures do 
not usually arise in peasant economics. There would be no question, 
for example, of whether to grow grass or hemp, since the two are not 
substitutes for each other. A certain amount of grass for grazing and 
a certain amount of hemp for rope are both necessary. The crop(s) 
that must be provided as rent/tax (either directly or indirectly after 
being converted into cash in the case of more commercialized socie¬ 
ties) are usually either dictated by tradition or by the directives of 
landowners or creditors, rather than by price fluctuations in markets. 

Peasant land is generally farmed more intensively than is com¬ 
mercial land, since all able-bodied members of the peasant family are 
employed more or less independently of their marginal output. There¬ 
fore, there is generally a smaller output per worker, but a higher 
output per unit of land than is the case on comparable commercial 
and. The peasant family that rents land often rents it at a price 
!g er than would be profitable from a capitalist standpoint so as to 
emp ov the surplus family labor that would otherwise be idle. 

Commercialized peasantries are very often sharecroppers who 
provi e a set share of their crop to the owners of the land, generally 
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around 50 percent (more if tools, fertilizers, and seeds are provided, 
less if only the land). They may also be cash tenants who sell their 
commercial crop in order to pay a fixed rent. 

Peasant income is often supplemented through handicraft pro¬ 
duction. Not only do peasant families make most of their own cloth¬ 
ing, tools, utensils, and so forth, but in more commercial economies 
they very often produce such additional goods as can be sold in order 
to earn an income to help purchase the necessities they cannot 
themselves produce. This is especially the case in regions with a 
short growing season, and hence where there is much labor that 
would otherwise be idle in the off season. No matter how inefficient, 
so long as the price of the artifacts sold is greater than the cost of 
materials bought, it is rational for a peasant family to utilize labor 
that is not necessary in agriculture in producing handicrafts. 

Another important source of supplementary peasant income in 
more commercial societies is part-time wage labor and temporary 
wage labor for unmarried children. Hiring out to commercially 
oriented farmers or rural enterprises is common (especially in indus¬ 
trializing economies). Sometimes sons may temporarily migrate to a 
city to secure employment either in the agricultural off season or for 
a few years, while daughters find employment in nearby towns 
working for a wage in light industry (e.g., textiles, electronics). 
Further, in many areas the wife may become a trader, engaging in 
market activities on a part-time basis to sell the produce of the 
family, and (perhaps) to secure extra funds by buying and selling 
other people’s produce. Such forms of labor become increasingly 
important in the face of industrialization and declining agricultural 
prices (due to increased productivity in expanding commercial farms). 
Part-time or temporary wage labor, under such conditions, often 
becomes permanent (even while the myth of return to the land 
lingers on for decades). 

With increasing commercialization, private landlords often trans¬ 
form land tenure, turning over legal title to the better-off peasants in 
exchange for money payment (the landlords assuming long-term 
mortgages), then loaning them money (and securing interest), obtain¬ 
ing fees for water, grazing, wood rights, and so on. The benefit of 
such a conversion lies in both the displacement of the risks of 
production to the peasant and to increasing the peasants’ identifica¬ 
tion with the land (and hence their incentive to increase long-term 
productivity). The owning (but heavily indebted) landowning peas¬ 
antry now must pay fixed fees to the agrarian upper class (landlords 
and merchants), rather than share risks with them (as in a share- 
cropping system). Under conditions of increasing commercialization 
there is also a tendency to transform the traditional peasant share- 
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croppers into cash tenants to take advantage of increasing population 
density and the consequent pressure to bid up rents as well as to 
shift risk to the peasants. Whether or not large-scale commercial 
agriculture, small holding, or cash tenancy grows out of traditional 
peasantry is a product of such factors as the capital intensity of 
production, the value of the land, the annual fluctuations in crops 
and their price, and population density (see the Appendix to this 
chapter). 

The peasant family is typically very strong because it is the 
basic cooperative economic unit. Extended families are often the 
norm {with 20 to 40 members not being uncommon). The sense of 
family solidarity is high, with the family head having considerable 
authority over members. Social status and self-esteem are normally 
defined by family identification and loyalties. 

Peasant communities differ considerably in the degree of inter¬ 
family solidarity among members of the same village or neighborhood. 
In traditional Slavic communities (e.g., Poland, old Russia) as well as 
in much of the Near East there was a well-developed sense of village 
solidarity and mutual neighborhood assistance, cemented by an often 
elaborate exchange of gifts. In southern European peasant commun¬ 
ities such as those of southern Italy, as well as in most Latin 
American peasant villages, attitudes of mutual distrust, hostility, and 
fear have been more common. Here there is little mutual help, a 
prevailing attitude of avoiding contact with strangers, especially 
authorities, and a sense of resignation about one’s lot. 

Anthropologist Harry Tschopik described a prototype of the dis¬ 
trustful, family-oriented, antisocietal peasant Bolivian Aymara as 


anxious, apprehensive, brutal, careless, closed, cruel, depressed, 
dirty, dishonest, distrustful, doubtful, drunken, dull, fearful, filthy, 
gloomy, hostile, ignorant, insecure, irresponsible, jealous, malevolent, 
malicious, melancholic, morose, negative, pessimistic, pugnacious, 
quarrelsome, rancorous, reticent, sad, silent, sinister, slovenly, stolid, 
sullen, suspicious, tense, thieving, treacherous, truculent, uncom¬ 
municative, unimaginative, unsmiling, untrustworthy, violent, and 
vindictive (cited in Paige 1975, p. 30). 

These characteristics, typical of Central and South American as 
we as southern European peasants, reflect a peasantry brutalized 
eX ^ as families for centuries. The attitude that valuable 
g s are always in short supply, and that therefore one’s family can 
on > improve its lot at the expense of others, reflects the reality of a 
j j. !0n ^sources in the land are limited, and probably 

inrr«l? g ’ of hac 'enda or commercial farmer land grabs and 

g population density as well as hundreds of years of exploita- 
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tion and manipulation by outsiders, such as tax collectors, military 
recruiters, agents for the landed estates, and so on. Hence the lesson, 
learned again and again, that one can only trust one’s own family. 
Edward Banfield has characterized the attitudes of such peasants as 
“amoral familism.” He illustrates this world view with a story told 
to him by a southern Italian peasant: 

Dr. Gino tells a story about a peasant father who throws his hat 
upon the ground. “What did 1 do?" he asks one of his sons. “You 
threw your hat upon the ground,’’ the son answers, whereupon the 
father strikes him. Ife picks up his hat and asks another son, “What 
did I do?" “You picked up your hat,” the son replies and gets a blow 
in his turn. “What did I do?” the father asks the third son. “I don't 
know,” the smart one replies. “Remember, sons," the father con¬ 
cludes, “if someone asks you how many goats your father has. the 
answer is you don’t know” (cited in Paige 1975, p. 31), 

The tradition of peasant sharing, a remnant of more primitive 
equalitarian relations, continues to exist in areas where the dominant 
class came to exploit the peasants as collectives, allowing their villages 
considerable local autonomy, thus utilizing the old institutions of 
cooperation to ensure exploitation (rather then destroying them). In 
such areas the ancient traditions of solidarity, mutual support, and 
equal distribution of the burden survived. In contrast, peasant dis¬ 
trust (outside of familial relations) became the norm in areas where 
the traditional communities were destroyed and where the peasants 
came to be directly exploited by the landlords and state. 

Most traditional peasant communities, whether they are per¬ 
meated by a sense of distrust or have highly developed mutual aid 
networks, have strong pressures against change and an emphasis on 
conformity (although certain types of tenure under commercial 
conditions promote radicalization). Peasant conservatism normally 
leads to resistance to social and technological innovation. New things 
upset the traditional precarious economic balance as well as result in 
increased visibility (and hence potential trouble). As long as the 
traditional family needs are met there is no incentive or desire to 
innovate. Technological change raises the possibilities of trouble from 
outsiders who may well demand increased tribute or even threaten to 
expropriate one's land or steal one’s newly acquired wealth. In the 
case of cooperative peasant communities, characteristic of the Slavic 
countries and much of the area where the Asiatic mode of production 
prevailed, the same types of social pressures operative in tribal 
equalitarian societies acted to ensure relative equality (including 
periodic land redistribution) and discourage individual incentive to 
innovate. Some forms of tenure especially tend to promote peasant 
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conservatism eg., cotton sharecropping as well as commercial estates 
or haciendas that have high levels of supervision and control by the 
agrarian upper classes. 

Under certain conditions, however, certain types of peasants 
(eg wet rice sharecroppers, small holders under market pressure), 
especially in areas where community traditions of solidarity survive, 
are susceptible to rapid and militant politicization (e.g.. such groups 
were the social basis of revolutionary movements in Ireland, China, 
Vietnam, northern Italy, and the Philippines). An important element 
here is lack of supervision {and hence social space) as well as the 
high level of social solidarity promoted by the class homogeneity {and 
physical isolation from the agrarian upper class) that such a system 
entails. 


THE TRIUMPH OF CAPITALIST RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION 
IN EUROPE 

There is a qualitative difference between merchants, and indus¬ 
trial or productive capitalists. Only the latter produce wealth by the 
use of wage labor, i.e., utilize distinctively capitalist relations of 
production. Merchants can and have thrived, buying and selling 
goods, and loaning money produced by the full range of types of 
commodity production. Merchant capital has been especially impor¬ 
tant in slave, Asiatic (state peasant), private peasant, and capitalist 
modes of production (i.e., wherever production has primarily been for 
sale in markets). 

Merchant capital has little or no logic of its own. It does not tend 
to transform relations of production or social structures except to 
make them still more commercial, i.e., to undermine remnants of serf 
and primitive communal relations. Productive capital on the other 
hand, has a transforming effect on class systems and social struc¬ 
tures. Unlike merchant capital its long run effect is to create a world 
after its own image, i.e., to spread wage labor throughout the world 
while transforming the forces of production (see Szymanski 1981, 
chap. 4). 

Merchant capital became increasingly important in Europe after 
1100. It became politically dominant in Holland around 1600, in Great 
Britain with the English civil war in the 1640s, and even earlier in 
many city states in northern Italy and around the Baltic. The ascen¬ 
dancy of mercantile capital, however, did not affect the underlying 
'postserfdom) peasant relations of production in Europe on which the 
accumulation of mercantile wealth was based. Private tenant and 
yeoman relations of production (which had sprung from the contra¬ 
dictions of the serf mode of production) persisted until their contra- 
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dictions forced a transformation to distinctively capitalist productive 
relationships. Merchant capital did not play the leading role in their 
transformation. Merchants did, however, loan money (when they 
expected a high rate of return) to the rising class of productive 
capitalists who were being generated out of the peasant mode of 
production. They thus facilitated the capitalist transformation with¬ 
out being responsible for it. 

Industrial capitalism as the predominant mode of production 
arose in parts of northwestern Europe in the late eighteenth century 
and grew to maturity in the nineteenth, not because of a series of 
fortuitous accidents but rather because of the logic of the preexisting 
modes of production.* It did not grow out of serfdom (the classical 
European feudalism of the middle Ages). Serfdom in western Europe 
was on the decline from the twelfth century, and had in good measure 
been eliminated west of the Elbe by the eighteenth. Capitalism rather 
grew out of the contradictions of the peasant (or private landlord) 
mode of production prevalent from the fifteenth to eighteenth cen¬ 
turies in western Europe. 

The transformation of serfdom into tenancy (supplemented by 
yeoman peasantry) was a direct result of the contradictions of the 
inefficient serf-lord (classical feudal) mode of production. The tend¬ 
ency of the lords to demand more and more from their serfs would 
seem to be the primary motor of the transformation of serfdom into 
tenant peasantry. Growing competition among the feudal lords for 
superior military forces (required not only to grow but to survive) 
and status (high standards of conspicuous consumption) as well as 
by the tendency of each lord to have two or more sons each of which 
wanted to be provided with the means to live in an aristocratic 
manner would seem to have been the driving forces for the growing 
appetite of the lords. The traditional system of feudal labor service 
where the serfs worked so many days a year on the lord’s lands was 
not amenable to increasing productivity (because of the lack of incen¬ 
tives in this system), nor was it to increasing the number of days 
worked on the lord's lands (since the serfs had to work so many days 
a year on their own lands in order to feed themselves). The trans¬ 
formation of serfdom into tenancy (which incorporated a strong 
incentive to increase production) was thus a rational solution to the 
lord’s demands for more. 


*The discussion that follows is based on a wide variety of sources, the most 
important of which includes Anderson 1974a and 1974b; Bloch 1961; Dobh 1963; 
Cheyney 1936; Hacker 1940; Hilton 1976; Hobsbawm 1965; Moore 1966; Pirenne 1937; 
Polanyi 1957; Wallerstein 1974; and Wittfpgel 1957. 
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The characteristics of. or "contradictions” in. peasant (tenant 
and yeoman farmer) relations of production greatly facilitated the 
development of capitalist relations of production in the urban areas 
of western Europe. These included the fact that tenants and yeoman 
farmers as free laborers were able to migrate to the cities to work in 
capitalist enterprises when they were pushed off the land by expand¬ 
ing commercial agriculture. The desperation of displaced tenants and 
veomen was manifested in the very low wage rates of early capitalism 
(rates of wages that enabled the early enterprises to rapidly accum¬ 
ulate capital). . . . , 

The commercializing of agriculture also resulted in internal 

differentiation among tenants and yeomen. The generation of a class 
of rich peasants with capital allowed for investment in small produc¬ 
tive enterprises outside of the guild system, which greatly facilitated 
the accumulation of capital through the generation of a capitalist 
class out of the peasantry. The existence of a free tenant and yeoman 
class also facilitated the accumulation of wealth in the hands of 
merchants and moneylenders who got rich from trade with, and 
moneylending to, the rural producers. Merchant and moneylender 
fortunes also contributed to the development of capitalism by being 
invested in industrial production. 

Further, yeoman farmers, but also many tenants (those who are 
able to sell part of their produce), provided an economic demand for 
the growing capitalist production of the cities. This was especially 
important as a source of mass demand for the cheap mass-produced 
textiles and other goods produced outside of the guild system (which 
came to revolutionize production). Last, the peasant mode of produc¬ 
tion, unlike unfree labor, required a relatively high level of skills, 
both in agriculture and. more importantly, in handicraft production 
that became available for capitalist enterprises. 

The development of a free peasantry, however, could have taken 
two basic forms: either the consolidation of tenancy (i.e., sharecrop¬ 
ping or cash renting for a private landlord who held basic property 
rights in the land); or state peasantry, with heavy tax payments to 
the state which held ultimate rights in the land, but that guaranteed 
the peasantry use of the land (including inheritance of use rights by 
either individuals or the village community as a whole) on condition 
of tax payment. The first mode of development implies a relatively 
weak central state, while the second implies a strong one. In regions 
where a strong central bureaucracy developed, such as through most 
of Asia, private landownership by landlords was rare. In regions such 
as Europe without such strong central states, powerful and wealthy 
aristocrats owned the land and collected rent from the peasants. An 
account of why tenancy rather than state peasantry developed in 
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western Europe must then account for the factors that inhibited the 
development of a strong imperial bureaucracy there. 

Unlike as in China or the Islamic world (where until the fifteenth 
century the forces of production were more advanced), there was no 
single political structure in Europe (which consisted of a multitude of 
small and highly competitive states). The consequence of the coexis¬ 
tence of small competitive states was that each had to facilitate the 
development of cities (and their bourgeoisie) in order to guarantee to 
themselves the advantages (especially financial and military) that 
they could provide. The advantage in warfare betw'een the aristo¬ 
cratic states tended to go to those with the most prosperous cities. 
The European lords were then forced to compete among themselves 
in encouraging the growth of rich merchants and prosperous cities 
(and eventually an industrial capitalist class). If a lord were to 
suppress urban and bourgeois development, he put himself at a 
distinct economic and military disadvantage, and was consequently 
likely to disappear. 

Political decentralization was thus a decisive factor in capitalist 
development. Had a single state been able to conquer the others and 
create an empire comparable to that of China or the Ottomans the 
impulse to capitalism would have been stymied (as it was in these 
other empires). Restrictions would have been put on the growth of 
the merchant and industrial capitalist classes to prevent them from 
accruing enough power to challenge that of the state, e.g., in China 
there were limits on the number of workers a wealthy man could 
employ, in other parts of Asia, confiscation of wealth upon the death 
of a wealthy man was the rule. But in the absence of a continental 
empire, each local European lord and king was forced to produce 
"their own grave diggers," the rising bourgeoisie—at first the rela¬ 
tively nonantagonistic merchants, but eventually the dynamic and 
antagonistic industrial capitalists. 

The degree of political decentralization in Europe must in turn 
in good part be attributed to the distinctive logic of its characteristic 
mode of production, private landlord peasantry (in contrast to the 
state peasantry characteristic of the empires). The ecological condi¬ 
tions in western Europe, specifically the presence of adequate annual 
rainfall, (unlike as in much of the region from the Mediterranean to 
the South China Sea) did not require massive state-managed irriga¬ 
tion and flood control projects. More or less self-sufficient production 
lends itself to political decentralization. 

The reason for the breakthrough to capitalism in Europe and the 
failure of previous attempts under similar social and political condi¬ 
tions must be attributed to the level of the productive forces achieved 
in the world by the eighteenth century. Similar impulses to the 
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hetremony of capitalist relations of production in other places and at 
Xr times had ton frustrated by the development of strong states 
?hat limited such developments. In other places and other times the 
productive forces were developing so slowly that aspiring emperors 
had time to fight it out among themselves and consolidate before the 
commercial classes became powerful enough to assume control of the 
societies (and facilitate the establishment of predominantly capitalist 
relations of production). Such was not the case in Europe, however. 

The development of technology, especially of the sail and the 
gun resulted in a very rapid increase in the wealth of the European 
commercial classes as well as provided a decisive advantage to whom¬ 
ever was politically closest to the commercial classes. The decisive 
technical innovations of the late Middle Ages, many of which occurred 
in China or the Arab world, did not have a revolutionizing effect on 
the economies of their region of origin because of the strong central 
states there. But they did have a decisive effect in Europe, which 
adopted and developed these technologies without the inhibiting effect 
of central bureaucracies. These technical developments (which be¬ 
cause of the geographical diffusion of technical innovations must be 
considered to occur at the world level) occurred when Europe was 
decentralized and politically weak. Had another part of the world 
with similar relations of production been in a similar situation at 
this time capitalism as the predominant relation of production would 


have probably developed there as well. 

The development of the productive forces on the world level, the 
product of the slow technological advance of the ages, had reached a 
decisive point in the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries. The world 
was now sufficiently technologically developed for the "takeoff” of 
capitalism. Those that controlled industrial technology were now 
potentially in a position to assume the leading role in society. Exactly 
where capitalism would breakthrough and become the predominant 
relation of production was a product of what part of the relatively 
developed world was decentralized enough (lacking in large and 
strong political units) during the period of sufficient technological 
attainment. The role fell to western Europe. 

It was not an accident that Europe fit the conditions of having 
access to the technological advances being produced in the central 
empires as well as being politically decentralized. Western Europe 
was on the margins of the relatively developed world, which ranged 
from Japan in Northeast Asia through the central regions of China, 
India. Persia, the Arab world/Ottoman Empire to western Europe on 
the other extreme, Its backwardness and relative poverty as well as 
its geographical marginality (unattractive climate, lack of resources, 
and low population density) protected it from the military expansion- 
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ist thrusts of the central empires, while it was at the same time close 
enough to be in continual economic contact with them. Other possible 
candidates for the development of capitalism during this period might 
have been such equivalent regions as Japan or parts of central Africa. 

Crossing the threshold of technological change with its conse¬ 
quence of greater possibilities of accumulation of wealth, and hence 
power, in the hands of first the merchants and then increasingly the 
productive bourgeoisie, tended to make these groups the hegemonic 
class. This occurred first in Holland and England in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries (with the ascendency of the commercial 
bourgeoisie), then in France in the late eighteenth century, through¬ 
out western and much of central Europe in the nineteenth century. 
As the period of Europe’s hegemony wore on, the relative position of 
commercial and industrial capital was reversed, with industrial 
capital decisively subordinating commercial capital (e.g., in England 
in the early nineteenth century). 

It should be noted that the commercial domination of most of the 
rest of the world achieved by Europe by the eighteenth century did 
not play a decisive role in the development of capitalist relations of 
production in Europe, although it did, of course, facilitate that proc¬ 
ess. Other world systems such as that of ancient Greece, the Roman 
Empire, the medieval Arabs as well as most of the great Asian 
empires (which systematically sought tribute from surrounding 
regions) had the advantage of wealth accumulation from satellite 
regions without any of them developing predominantly capitalist rela¬ 
tions of production as a consequence. It was quite normal for both 
the classical empires and earlier commercial societies to amass large 
quantities of wealth which were merely extravagently consumed by 
their ruling classes. What must be explained is why the appropriation 
of much of the world’s wealth by Europe from the sixteenth through 
the eighteenth centuries became a “primitive accumulation” which 
facilitated the triumph of capitalism in Europe, when equivalent 
wealth transfers never had in previous times and places. 

The technical ability of Europe to commercially dominate so 
much of the world after the fifteenth century was a product of the 
logic of the peasant mode of production in Europe with its demand 
for greater material wealth, together with the political decentraliza¬ 
tion of the region that gave it the incentive to adopt and develop 
technology. The world commercial domination of Europe in turn 
resulted in the rapid expansion of commercial fortunes in Europe. 
Fortunes which in those parts of Europe where the contradictions of 
the peasant mode of production were ripe facilitated the development 
of distinctively capitalist relations of production by being loaned to 
the aspiring capitalist class. Thus the contradictions within the 
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peasant mode of production, not the explottatiye relations wuh what 
was to become the European periphery, must he understood as the 
tev dynamic force behind the triumph of industrial capitalism in 


The size of the political/economic units the new European bour¬ 
geoisie were interested in creating was much different from that of 
the early contestants for empire. While the Kings were interested in 
becoming emporers by conquering as many other countries as pos¬ 
sible expanding their wealth and power extensively on the model of 
all previous empires based on state peasant production, the new 
bourgeoisie was interested in state units of a specific size. They 
sought state territories big enough to guarantee a sufficiently profit¬ 
able common market, but not so big as to incorporate competitors 

that threatened to gobble one up. 

It is in the nature of commercial societies (with either merchants 
or capitalists in control) to tend to aggregate small units up to a 
critical point because of the guarantee of protected markets involved 
in larger units. Hence the bourgeoisie supported the economic and 
political integration of France in the eighteenth century and the 
economic and political integration of Germany and Italy in the 
nineteenth. Throughout the European world in the seventeenth to 
nineteenth centuries units of roughly the same general size and 
population tended to be created. Far from being an accidental product 
of diplomacy, this was a result of the working out of the forces of 
markets in societies where the bourgeoisie was gaining hegemony. 

There was a considerable destabilizing or centrifugal force oper¬ 
ating to break apart units any bigger than this maximal size. 
Commercial economies continually suffer from inadequate markets 
(insufficient demand), Any one merchant or capitalist is constantly in 
competition with the rest. There is only so much to go around, and 
the rest must suffer if some prosper. Each regional group of 
merchants then tends to cooperate to control their state so as to use 
it against the others. The creation of a European empire would then 
at best have only been supported by a part of the bourgeoisie in any 
aspiring imperial country (specifically that segment of the commercial 
classes that stood to gain economically). It would be systematically 
and effectively opposed by the bulk of the commercial classes in all 
other countries as well as by a significant segment of the bourgeoisie 
in the leading country. Further, if one country succeeded in expand¬ 
ing beyond its maximal economic size, centrifugal forces would be 
generated internally by the competition among different segments of 
the expanded bourgeoisie. Civil war and secession would thus tend to 
be produced, initiated by those segments of the bourgeoisie (national 
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bourgeoisies) that were losing economically from the new common 
market. The modern European nation-states are a product of the 
logic of bourgeois domination. 


SUMMARY 

It appears that capitalist relations of production matured and 
became predominant in most of Europe in the nineteenth century 
because of three factors: first, the contradictions and propensities of 
the peasant mode of production: second, the general state of the 
productive forces in the world in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries; and third, the political decentralization of Europe prior to 
the maturation of capitalism. All three factors are manifestations of 
the mode of production prevalent in Europe before the triumph of 
capitalism. The development and predominance of capitalism in 
Europe then must be attributed to the logic and contradictions in the 
mode of production that predated it in Europe, and not to any logic of 
commercial or market forces operating on a local or world level. 
Likewise, the failure of capitalism to triumph in the central empires 
of the world island must be attributed to their modes of production, 
specifically to the logic of state peasantry (the Asiatic mode), and to 
the logic of strong central imperial states that occurs with this mode 
of production. In conclusion, the conceptualization of mode of produc¬ 
tion in terms of relations and forces of production, and of capitalism 
as a productive relationship where labor power is a commodity, 
appears to be more useful in helping us understand why industrial 
capitalism occurred when and where it did, than do conceptualiza¬ 
tions focusing on the purpose of production or on market forces. 

APPENDIX 

The Determinants ol Rural Relations ot Production 

Relations of production embodying unfree labor (serfdom or slavery) 
occur under specific conditions. The greater the real opportunity of 
rural producers providing for their needs without having to work for 
a lord or master, the greater the probability that unfree labor will be 
the norm. In agricultural societies this means that the more plentiful 
the land, the higher the land/labor ratio, the more underpopulated a 


The arguments in this section are drawn heavily from Dobb 1963, Paige 1975. 
Stincheombe 1962. Stavenhagen 1975, and Wolf 1966, 
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region, the greeter the labor shortage, and the more alternative oppor- 
.See to agriculture there are to earn a living, the more likely. 

h ings^oal, slavery or serfdom will develop. However, these 
factors are operative only when they are not counterbalanced by the 
need to promote the growth of an urban working force, or when the 
opportunities for escape by the rural producers are uncontrollable. 

In situations where the lords of the land want to encourage the 
growth of cities because of the value of urban produce, because of the 
trade goods cities make available, or because of the taxes they 
provide, the lords must allow the producers to leave the land and go 
to the cities. Historically, the conflict between the needs of the land¬ 
lords to secure their own labor force and to promote the growth of 
cities led to a rule in much of feudal Europe that serfs that escaped 
to a town would be formally free a year and a day after their escape. 

The very different interests of the lords of the land in the 
growth of cities in eastern and in western Europe produced opposite 
results in terms of the trends in unfree/free labor after the fifteenth 
century. The lords of western Europe needed cities within their 
domains as the best way to secure both luxury' and military goods. 
They were driven to procure both, not only because of vanity and 
ambition but also by the competition with the multitude of other 
lords (who threatened to displace them), together with the tendency 
for the aristocracy to increase in size over time (because aristocratic 
women mostly gave birth to many sons). In eastern Europe, which 
was technologically more backward than western Europe, however, 
the most effective way for the lords to secure luxury and military 
goods was not to encourage the growth of cities in their domains, but 
rather to trade with western Europe where cities had already devel¬ 
oped, The west was ready and able to provide what the lords wanted 
and to buy what they could produce using unfree labor. Here low 
labor/land ratios resulted in the development of serfdom, at the same 
time as it was being abolished in the west. 

Whether or not the factors associated with a low labor/land ratio 
or a labor shortage manifest themselves in unfree labor also depends 
on the technical and political abilities of the lords of the land to 
prevent their producers from escaping to areas over which they have 
no effective control. This in turn is a function of the efficiency of 
their police and military and the degree of political coordination of 
large geographical units. These factors in turn are a function of both 
technical and legitimation factors. If there are accessible regions of 
wilderness where the lords exercise no effective control, or there are 
other domains hostile to the local lords and willing to accept refugees, 
then the feasibility of unfree labor is undermined by the lure of 
escape; likewise, if the lord's police are unable to control squatters on 
marginal land. Under such conditions a low labor/land ratio (or labor 
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shortage) can have the opposite result, i.e., produce a lower, rather 
than a higher, probability of unfree labor. 

Where the market power of the agrarian upper class is weak, but 
where they are politically powerful, either unfree labor systems or 
labor systems where the producers have little in the way of civil 
rights tend to develop. Where the upper class has little wealth outside 
of the land itself and can only afford to maintain the producing class 
at a level significantly lower than they could obtain in alternative 
employments (e.g., as urban or mine laborers), the political power of 
the landowning class is used to force the rural producers to stay on 
the land either through formal ties (serfdom, debt peonage, and so 
forth) or by restricting alternative economic opportunities (e,g., 
apartheid). This can take the form of prohibiting employment of 
rural producers in factories, reserving such positions for people of a 
different “race” (e.g., the system adopted in both South Africa and 
the South of the United States after the Civil War) or putting 
restrictions (formal or informal) on emigration. 

On the other hand, where the market power of the agrarian 
upper class is strong, whether or not it is also politically powerful, 
wage labor or family small holdings with formal civil rights for the 
producers tends to develop. Control of credit, agricultural machinery, 
and supply and purchasing institutions by the agrarian upper class 
as well as a shortage of land held by anyone other than the agrarian 
upper class means that tenants or wage laborers have little option 
but to accept rents so high or wages so low as to guarantee land- 
owners a great profit. Further, under these same conditions small 
landowners must buy, sell, and borrow in markets where considerable 
monopoly power is held by the upper class, and hence considerable 
wealth can be extracted from them without political coercion. 

Unfree labor can develop when the lot of the poor free peasants 
becomes desperate due to unstable political and military conditions 
(e.g., constant warfare among lords or pillage and plunder by outlaws 
or foreigners that is difficult to control), or a decreasing standard of 
living, which lead the free either to sell their relatives into slavery to 
improve their plight or to enserf themselves voluntarily in order to 
secure the protection of a lord and the right to work the land. This 
happens, however, only when the lord has an interest in preferring 
unfree labor over tenancy. Thus its occurrence must be attributable 
to the factors that produce the lord’s preferences. 

Unfree labor is best suited to production processes that require 
little skill or care, i.e., labor-intensive tasks that use a low level of 
technology, and in which efficiency and productivity are relatively 
unimportant. Unfree laborers typically have little or no incentive to 
do a careful job. The ideology of the inferiority of the producers, 
necessary to mystify unfree labor, has the contradictory effect of 
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both encouraging and justifying "laziness," -stupidity," “clumsi- 
„ “ - and the lack of initiative on the part of the unfree. TTterefore 
labor is more prevalent the less developed are the forces of 
production and the more suited the crops and land are for labor- 
intensive unsk.lled production processes Certain crops, such as 
sugarcane, which require very little skill or care when produced by 
traditional methods, are thus naturally suited to slavery. In general, 
the most productive land, which requires no fertilization or irrigation 
and produces well even with bad cultivation practices, lends itself to 

unfree labor. , . ... . 

Whether or not slavery (where the producers are bought and 

sold and have no rights in the land or their tools) or serfdom (where 
the producers are bound to the land, but have rights in both the land 
and their bodies) develops depends on the role of markets in a region. 
Slavery as a dominant relation of production arises and is maintained 
only in highly commercialized economies with great demand for the 
export crops it produces. It is geared to extensive cultivation on 
plantations producing for the world market. Serfdom on the other 
hand tends to occur where there is relatively little market for export 
crops and where cultivation tends to be for subsistence with a sur¬ 
plus going to the lords. Serfdom, however, is intermediate between 
free peasantry and slavery, and thus movement from the one to the 
other typically passes through the intermediate stage of serfdom, as 
the pressure for one or the other form develops within a commercial 
economy. Thus, the “second serfdom" of eastern Europe in the 
seventeenth to nineteenth centuries transformed the former peas¬ 
antry into virtual slaves (in Russia serfs could be and were sold 
separately from the land) because of the pressure of export markets. 
However, before full-fledged slavery became general in Russia, social 
forces began to operate to move the typical labor relationships on the 
land back to traditional peasantry, with reliance on taxes and rent 
instead of direct exploitation of slaves as the best way to profit from 
the producer's labor. 

Serfdom is undermined by the growth of demand for goods, i.e., 
by the fact that it is a relatively inefficient mode of production. But 
whether or not it is transformed in the direction of slavery, peas¬ 
antry, or wage labor depends on many different factors. It must be 
stressed, though, that there is nothing about increasing commercial 
demand that necessarily generates increasing freedom for the pro¬ 
ducers. Increasing demand can just as well take away the traditional 
rights of serfs, reducing them to slaves. 

Peasant relations of production (with either tenants engaging in 
sharecropping or renting from a local landlord or producers having 
ownership or use rights in the land and paying a tax to the state) 
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tend to develop under certain specific conditions. Peasantry can 
develop either out of serfdom (as it did in late middle ages in Europe), 
out of slavery (as it did in some areas of the Caribbean after the 
abolition of slavery, such as in the U.S. South), or out of tribally 
organized rural producers living in village communities (as apparently 
happened in most of the ancient empires of Asia). 

Peasant tenancy tends to develop where taxes or rents (in money, 
in a proportion of the crop, or in a fixed quantity of the crop) brings 
in more to the landowning class or the state than a requirement of 
labor services with direct supervision and tying the producers to the 
land. This tends to be the case in areas where there is a high 
labor/land ratio (overpopulation or scarcity of land), i.e., where rural 
people are without alternative ways to secure a living independent of 
working for a landlord or the state. Under conditions of overpopula¬ 
tion it is to a landlord’s advantage to release his serfs from their 
traditional ties and obligations as well as to eliminate their traditional 
rights in the land, since they have no alternative but to stay on the 
land. To stay on the land they must produce more surplus for the 
lord than was traditional because of the real possibility of being 
displaced by other (landless) tenants willing to produce more. Popula¬ 
tion pressure generates competition among free peasants for the 
scarce land of the lords, and hence allows the lords to increase rents. 
The increasing share demanded by the lords in turn provides a 
motive for the tenants to increase their productivity in order to 
maintain their level of living. Thus, while the direct supervision of 
serfdom is undercut, the pressure of increasing rents drives peasant 
tenants to increase productivity more rapidly than was possible under 
serfdom. 

Peasant tenancy tends to arise in those areas with highly 
productive soils (and where land is expensive), and in crops that 
require more care and concern by the producers. It tends to develop 
where the most profitable crops are labor intensive and require little 
capital or mechanization, where there are no appreciable economies 
of scale, and where labor is cheap. Whether or not an adequate crop 
is produced depends much more on the self-motivation of the pro¬ 
ducers than it does in unfree labor systems. 

The requirements of labor intensity and relatively low capital 
investment for peasant tenancy generally mean that tenancy is found 
where the crops are annuals and require only minima! processing, 
not in the areas of perennials like sugar, and tree fruits that require 
a significant capital outlay and year to year continuity of care. The 
insecurity of tenure (especially for sharecroppers) means that their 
interest lies in exploiting the soil and crops as fully and immediately 
as possible (at the cost of long-term productivity)’ producing an 
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affinity lor tenancy (especially sharecropping! with annual rather 

,hen Tm™c n v1s common in areas requiring a relatively high 
level of care in crop production, but whtch ut.lt* a low level of 
technologv eg., in wet rice and traditmnal cotton product,on. The 
toher the level of agricultural technology the more important both 
skill and car, as well as the greater necessity for central,aed control 
and supervision of the labor process. A, low levels o the product™, 
forces producers can be pretty much left to themselves even when 
great care is needed in the production process. However, with high 
levels of capital investment in advanced machinery, a complex divis- 
ion of labor that requires close supervision and control as well as 
care and skill is required to maintain profitability. Hence the develop¬ 
ment of modern agricultural machinery and techniques dictates the 
transformation of peasant agriculture into corporate plantations or 
farms utilizing wage laborers. 

The degree of social differentiation among the peasantry, a result 
of the degree of development of market forces, is also an important 
factor in the prevalence of private landlord peasant tenancy. On the 
one hand, the rise of poor landless peasants generates a class of 
desperate people who must become sharecroppers or cash renters (if 
not wage workers) in order to maintain their traditional living stan¬ 
dards. On the other hand, the development of a class of commercial 
fanners out of rich peasants means that a class of people with money 
can buy land to rent to the still subsistence-oriented poor peasants. 

Sharecropping, especially in its purest forms (which is generally 
associated with an impoverished peasantry), is most common in areas 
of extremely high land values where population density is high, 
cultivation is intense, and (often) irrigation is common. With its 
relatively high tenant turnover and high rate of exploitation, share- 
cropping generally stabilizes only in those areas where the agrarian 
upper class has considerable political power over the producing class, 
i.e„ where the producing class has few civil rights and where the 
upper class can use state power to hinder the emigration of croppers 
off the land (in pursuit of higher incomes elsewhere). Small holding 
is generally more efficient than sharecropping with the same crops 
and type of land since it provides better long-term incentives to the 
producers to improve the land; and, thus, providing the cost of land 
(and irrigation) is not prohibitively high, small holding tends to 
replace sharecropping under conditions of unrestricted competition 
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(where there are no politically enforced constraints on sharecrop¬ 
pers).* 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe private 
landlord peasantry tended to grow into rural wage labor and petty 
bourgeois commerial farmer production. Commercial family farmers, 
unlike traditional peasants, are not subsistence oriented. They rather 
tend to produce almost entirely for the market where they themselves 
also purchase their necessities of life. They are not generally required 
to turn over a high proportion of their product in rents and taxes. To 
the extent their product goes to others it is in the form of a cash rent 
to a landlord, mortgage payments to a bank and the transfer of value 
to corporations because of the effect of monopolized markets in the 
commodities the farmer must purchase and competitive markets in 
the farmer’s products. 

Commercial family farmers tend to develop either out of a tenant 
peasantry after a revolution or land reform that takes ownership of 
the land away from the aristocracy or state and turns it over to the 
former tenants (thus transforming them into family landowners) or 
in regions of recent settlement on previously sparsely inhabited land, 
such as in the United States in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen¬ 
turies. It also tends to develop out of a peasantry (mostly from 
yeomen) under conditions of increasing commercialization that pro¬ 
duces significant internal differentiation among the peasants (specif¬ 
ically the development of a rich peasantry that can afford to buy land 
and equipment). 

Family farmers, even more than tenants, normally tend to 
relatively labor-intensive production with low capital requirements 
(since they have plenty of hands—all family members work—but 
normally have very little to invest in expensive equipment). Crops 
that are annual and methods of production without significant 
economies of scale tend to produce family farming. There is also a 
tendency for commercial family farming to develop in crops in which 
there are wide fluctuations in price (e.g., wheat, rubber, vegetables). 
Here the producers, rather than the agrarian upper classes, bear the 
cost of the fluctuations. 


*It should be noted that small holders, either fixed cash renters or owners, can be 
efficiently exploited on highly productive, high-priced land through high rent or 
mortgage payments as well as through unequal exchange. 
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In regions of mixed forms of land tenure (e.g., wage labor, 
tenants and family farmers, or slaves, tenants, and farmers) commer- 
ciaffarming tends to develop on the least productive, and hence least 
rostlv land Here the best land is incorporated into large estates 
fwhich rent it out) or plantations (which use slaves or men.al wage 


Under conditions of high capital intensity and advanced means 
of production, which dictate relatively high levels of skill and care in 
production and where there are significant economies of scale as 
well as the cost of land being out of reach of most producers, wage 
labor tends to be the dominant relationship in agriculture. 

Wage labor develops in commercial conditions where wages can 
be low because of a population surplus on the land, in those crops 
and with those methods of production which are relatively capital 
intensive (in perennial and highly mechanized crops), where there are 
economies of scale (which facilitate large coordinated production 
units), and where a relatively high level of skill and care is required 
in crop production. Rural wage labor also tends to develop out of both 
unfree labor and peasantry when there is abundant cheap land or 
alternative employment at attractive remuneration and the land¬ 
owning class is either not willing or politically not able to keep the 
rural work force from moving except through offering attractive 
wages. In western Europe, with the rise of cities, there was a 
tendency to alleviate the economic burden on both the serfs and the 
peasants and in some places to go over to wage labor at a relatively 
high level of remuneration to keep the producers from leaving for the 
cities (here there was little interest in blocking the development of 
cities or prohibiting emigration to them, as there was in eastern 
Europe). 

Other things equal, wage labor tends to be preferred over 
tenancy, not only in those crops that require greater capital invest¬ 
ment and have economies of scale, but also in many animals and 
crops that are less labor intensive but amenable to supervision (e.g., 
w'ool, sheep, rubber, fruit, coffee). Wage labor is, of course, also 
facilitated by market-induced internal differentiation in the peasantry, 
which creates a class of landless laborers forced by their desperation 
to sell their labor power (and where the landowners are unwilling to 
rent them land because they see hired labor as more profitable than 
tenancy). 

There might be considered to be four basic types of distinctively 
capitalist agriculture (landowners utilizing wage labor). The first type 
occurs on plantations that tend to operate on the most productive 
land, employ an unskilled, low-paid, and especially oppressed labor 
force (lacking in civil rights), require large capital investment (but 
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are nevertheless labor intensive), and do not require high levels of 
skill or care in the production process. The antecedents of capitalist 
plantations generally used unfree labor (e.g., slaves in the Caribbean 
region) or contract or indentured labor directly supervised by the 
landowners. 

Plantations utilizing wage labor are most likely to prevail in 
perennial (mostly tropical) crops that require a substantial bulk 
reduction (e.g., sugar, sisal, tea, oil palm) as well as a continuing 
labor supply for most of the year. Plantations are also common in 
crops which, although they do not require substantial reduction (and 
hence do not require substantia] fixed capital investments in such 
things as sugar mills and cotton gins), require continuous 12-month 
harvesting (e.g., rubber). It should be noted that rubber—unlike 
sugar, tea, oil palm, or sisal—neither requires great amounts of 
capital investment, nor benefits from economies of scale. It can be 
produced just as efficiently by small holders as by plantations. Thus, 
plantations, rather than small holding, tends to prevail in rubber- 
producing areas only where the agricultural upper class has reduced 
the producing class to a distinctively inferior political position lacking 
in civil rights (and where often a degree of compulsion is involved in 
the owner-worker relationship). 

The second type of capitalist agriculture is found on capital- 
intensive ranches that employ few workers on extensive and inexpen¬ 
sive grazing land (e.g., cattle, sheep). Labor on ranches is not closely 
supervised, requires more autonomy as well as care and skill, and 
hence is generally rewarded better than plantation or migrant labor. 

A third occurrence is on farms using migrant labor, which re¬ 
quire massive amounts of labor only for short periods, mostly during 
the harvest season (but sometimes during planting as well). This 
system is most common with perennial tree crops that are too 
valuable to be trusted to tenants, and generally need a few weeks of 
intensive labor (during the harvest) each year (e.g., coffee, grapes). 
Since the types of crops produced in this system could generally be 
produced almost as well by small holders (since they do not require 
inordinate capital investment or have great economies of scale) the 
prevalence of this system generally depends on an especially servile 
(often lacking in civil rights) labor force (i.e., since the market position 
of commercial farmers using migrant wage labor is weak). They 
must resort to political means (or at least to their political advantage) 
to maintain their labor supply. Such has been the case in the fruit 
and vegetable farms of the West Coast of the United States that 
ave, since their inception, used a long succession of noncitizen or 
politically disadvantaged groups as their primary labor supply. 
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Migrant laborers either tend to move north and south with the 
harvesting season (often moving from crop to crop as well), or to 
work on commercial farms for only part of a year, working their own 
subsistence plots for the rest of the year. The first is most common 
in areas with many crops and very short harvesting seasons <e.g., 
fruits and vegetables), while the latter is most common in single-crop 
areas with long harvesting seasons. In many areas of Africa and 
Latin America a system has developed in which the rural producers 
maintain their traditional subsistence plots in areas (on the poorest 
land) far from the commercial crop areas (on the best land) to grow 
much of their own food during the off season. This system has the 
advantages of allowing wages to be low in the commercial sector 
(since the producer for part of the year, and his family for all of the 
year, are growing most of their own food), while at the same time 
establishing a reserve that provides extra labor in especially good 
years and absorbs redundant labor in bad years (thus keeping the 
labor force near the farms, rather than leaving for other regions in 
search of work). In this type of system commercialization produces a 
dual economy in which labor is performed by worker-peasants. A 
highly commercial, typically export-oriented, sector symbiotically 
coexists with a traditional subsistence peasant sector. It should be 
noted that the maintenance of w r orker-peasants in such dual systems, 
by inhibiting the development of a homogeneous rural proletariat, 
hinders the development of radical class consciousness. 

A fourth type of capitalist agriculture, which employs full-time 
yearround workers, could be labeled industrial agriculture. It devel¬ 
ops where agriculture is highly mechanized (especially at the harvest) 
and capital intensive, and where productivity differentials on large 
units utilizing advanced technology (compared to nonmechanized 
small units) are considerable. Here the difference between urban 
industrial workers and rural workers has essentially disappeared. 

As the forces of production advance under pressure from capital¬ 
ist markets there is a long-term trend away from the plantation and 
migrant labor variants of capitalist agriculture as well as away from 
ranches toward industrial agriculture. The potential productivity 
increases and greater profits obtainable from capital-intensive food 
and fiber production processes become increasingly manifest. There 
is a strong tendency for all aspects of farming to become highly 
mec anized and even automated (e.g„ chicken and egg factories, tree 
arms, milk production, and so forth), with the consequence of the 
lsa ,J ) .^^ ran ^, { he need for seasonal or migrant labor as well as 
tp 15 *■ P°htically disenfranchised workers and highly autonomous 

11 h, 3n S pr °d ucers are < thus, becoming homogeneous with the 
urban working class. 
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The displacement of peasant and small holder production by 
capitalist agriculture is a relatively recent development in the history 
of capitalism. It is not until the development of the productive forces 
in agriculture reached a very high level, thereby pushing the great 
mass of peasant tenant and family farmers off the land, that capitalist 
agriculture blossomed. During the period of the growth and consolida¬ 
tion of capitalism, precapitalist relations of production predominated 
in agriculture, i.e., unfree labor in eastern Europe and the Caribbean, 
and peasant tenancy and family farming in western Europe and the 
North of the United States, while various forms of peasantry/semi¬ 
serfdom prevailed in Latin America, south Asia, and the South of the 
United States after 1865. The accumulation of capital in the cities 
was consequently greatly facilitated by the exploitation of serfs, 
slaves, peasants, and farmers from whom value was transferred to 
industrialize the cities. It was not until the advanced period of 
monopoly capitalism that capital came to transform rural relations in 
the world capitalist system (both in the industrialized and less- 
developed countries) into distinctively capitalist relationships. 
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The Class Structure of Advanced 

Capitalism 


Classes are places or positions in the social structure of a society. 
They are neither a set of individuals, nor statistical aggregates of 
individual characteristics. Classes are the components of societies, 
not properties of individuals. Individuals occupy class positions within 
a social structure.* 

It is the properties of classes, not of individuals, that are central 
to the logic of class, and hence of social structure. Individuals, then, 
can be referred to as “agents of production, or carriers of productive 
relationships. As agents or carriers, given individuals can move from 
one class to another, while the class structure remains the same. 
Most individuals in a given society tend to fit fairly well at any given 
time into one or another class position, but some, because of multiple 

jobs or sources of income, or the intermediate status of their job, do 
not. 

CLASSES AS RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION 

n^ C! ? SSCS 3re relationshi PS generated and reproduced within the 
5 r0C , esse l.? r economic life of a given type of society or 
are relaHn action. Classes are, then, relations of production. Classes 
Such nnuL* 15 -* P£ | °l P° wer over tabor within economic processes. 

over abor encompasses: first, property or "real economic 
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ownership,”—control over the means of production, including the 
power to assign the means of production to given uses (including how 
much and what is produced), to invest profits, and to dispose of the 
product; and second, “possession," or operational control, including 
how things are produced—the capacity to put the means of production 
into operation, and authority over supervision and discipline of 
workers within the labor process. 

Real economic ownership can be legal ownership (ownership 
rights that can be bought and sold, at least in a commercial economy, 
and inherited by one’s children or other assigned heirs). Legal owner¬ 
ship is generally more secure than real ownership that is not sanc¬ 
tified in law and, further, is considerably less constrained by the 
claims and demands of others. However, it is sometimes the case that 
those with legal title to property exercise neither real economic 
ownership nor operational control because legal ownership is widely 
dispersed. Here a few with control of the greatest concentrations of 
stock may well have real economic ownership. Some who have and 
exercise real economic ownership grant operational control over the 
means of production to others, receiving an income from their prop¬ 
erty without being involved in routine decision making {e.g., an 
absentee landlord or heir of a family fortune). In defining classes, 
real economic ownership is central, i.e., neither legal title nor opera¬ 
tional control is a necessary criterion of class position. 

The organization of control over the production process is struc¬ 
tured to generate wealth for those in control, i.e., to secure an income 
as a result of the sale of the product of the production process that is 
greater than the payment for labor power (direct and indirect in the 
form of equipment and supplies) that had to be purchased in order to 
secure the product. The purpose of production in class societies, 
then, is to obtain “surplus labor" (or “surplus value”). Since relation¬ 
ships of control over the production process are inherently relations 
of exploitation, corresponding to the relations of ownership and non¬ 
ownership are the derivative relations of exploiters and exploited. 

In a class society the basic classes are relations of opposition 
that exist in mutual antagonism. Since classes can not exist in 
isolation; it is impossible to have merely one class. The existence of a 
class with power over the labor power of others logically implies the 
existence of a class that labors, but does not control its own labor. 

I he existence of an exploiting class logically implies the existence of 
an exploited class. Because classes are relationships of power and 
exploitation they are relations of domination and subordination. 
Because they are structures of domination and subordination, struggle 
and conflict between the classes are an inherent part of the class 
structure. To one degree or another on a day-to-day basis a sub- 
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ordinate and dominated class will attempt to reduce its subordination, 
domination, and exploitation, and increase its power over the produc¬ 
tive process. Likewise, the dominant class will act on a day-to-day 
basis to increase its control over labor power as well as the degree of 
exploitation. 

The very existence of an owning-exploiting class depends on 
class practices designed to increase power and exploitation. The very 
nature of powerlessness and exploitation, given the qualities of 
human beings pressed into such class positions, implies resistance 
and the attempt to improve one’s condition. Class consciousness, or a 
coherent '‘discourse" that explicitly defends class interest, is not 
necessary for class struggle to take place. While such might be the 
case, simple day-to-day actions to limit output, break equipment, 
avoid supervision, and so forth are part of class struggle. 

Classes are historically concrete. They are defined by the logic of 
a historically specific type of society, or mode of production, such as 
capitalism, slavery, or feudalism. They are not merely positions of 
power and exploitation in the abstract. Various exploiting and control¬ 
ling classes are, thus, defined by their specific type of property for 
mode of control over labor power): simple control over land (land¬ 
lords); simple control over factories, mines, transportation equipment, 
and so forth (capitalists); control over unfree laborers who can be 
bought and sold (slave lords); control over land and unfree laborers 
attached to the land who can not be sold (feudal lords); and so on. 
Comparable historically specific exploited classes are implied within 
each of these modes of production, e.g., peasants, proletarians, slaves, 
and serfs. Each of the different exploiting classes has qualitatively 
different characteristics—economic, social, and political —from the 
others. Likewise, each of the exploited classes, while they share the 
lot of dominated menial laborers, has qualitatively different economic, 
social, and political characteristics. The character of both the exploit¬ 
ing and the exploited classes is a product of the mode of production 
that generates both. 

A given society, or social formation, may contain more than one 
mode of production, e.g., slavery and capitalism might coexist as they 
did in the United States until 1867. Thus, slave lords, capitalists, 
proletarians, and slaves can coexist within the same social formation. 
Two systems can be mutually supportive, as occurred in the United 
ates prior to 1867 where slaves produced cotton that was sold to be 
processed into cloth in capitalist enterprises (much of which was 
purchased by the slave lords). 

Likewise, today, the independent commodity production of family 
armers an artisans (although declining in importance) continues to 

si e > side with capitalism, as it once did with feudalism and 
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the peasant mode of production, thus generating an independent 
petty bourgeoisie. This does not mean that the independent petty 
bourgeoisie is economically independent of capital, for most of the 
product of the small family farms is sold to corporations, while other 
corporations provide most of the equipment they purchase, and the 
banks to which they are in debt oversee their decision making. Just 
as the modern slave system was a product of the capitalist world 
economy, so too contemporary independent commodity production is 
thoroughly a product of the capitalist world economy. 

Class position is generally the most important factor in one’s 
life. Daily life experience, life chances, and life-style are pretty much 
structured by individual class position, and that of the class positions 
of parents and spouse. Class position heavily influences all patterns 
of social interaction, including family life (marriage and children), 
friends (largely people with a similar class position), and neighbor¬ 
hood (and the interactions and life chances that these produce). In 
turn family life, friendship networks, and neighborhoods, together 
with income and other on-the-job experiences, pretty much produce 
patterns of leisure, political attitudes, and even religious involvement. 

Class position, then, tends to give rise to organic social groups 
formed on the basis of common class position—social classes. Social 
class can, then, be defined as a socially coherent set of families based 
on a common class position which share a generally common life¬ 
style, social status, traditions, customs, and consciousness; and which 
feel socially comfortable with and have intimate access to one 
another—as manifested in a propensity to freely intermarry. Inter¬ 
marriage is probably the best single acid test of comparable status as 
well as an important source of ties that bind a social class together 
through overlapping networks of kinship. 

While it is individuals that occupy class positions, the composite 
units of social class are families. The intimate relations between 
people that are part of the same household, and who thereby share 
the most intimate aspects of their lives, means that the impact of the 
class position of those members of the family unit who work outside 
the home tends to permeate the consciousness and structure, the life¬ 
style, and social and political behavior of all members of the family. 
If more than one member of a nuclear family works outside the 
home, it tends to be the class position of the family member with the 
greatest power in the production process that overrides the impact of 
the class position of those other members with less power in the 
production process in structuring the consciousness, life-style, and 
social and political behavior of all members of the family. Thus, if 
one’s spouse is an independent professional such as a doctor or 
lawyer and the other is a sales clerk or typist their life-style, the 
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family income, their friendship networks, their neighborhood, the 
future class positions of their children, and so forth will tend to be 
oetty bourgeois. Thus, social class is operationally defined in terms 
of the family member with the "highest" class position. Since it is 
difficult to obtain statistical data on the "highest” class position 
within each family, social scientists often approximate this by taking 
the class positions of married men as an estimate of the measure of 
social class. Such a practice produces results that differ little from 
the real social class structure since, because of the traditional assign¬ 
ment of women to housework and low-level menial jobs, there are 
very few families in which wives have a “higher” level job than the 
husband. 

Some groups with very distinct traditions and culture who share 
a common class position may have their social role and customs, 
especially the rules of whom they marry and what occupations they 
and their children can and can not pursue, enshrined in law. Many 
societies have forbidden working people to adopt the clothing of 
higher groups as well as have forbidden the men of the laboring 
classes from having sexual relations (in or out of marriage) with 
women of the dominant class. It is not necessary that such prohibi¬ 
tions and customs are enforceable by the state; strong social sanctions 


and tightly organized social class communities can be sufficient to 
preserve a highly rigidified and hierarchical pattern of social classes. 
In such structures one’s class (and typically occupation as well) is 
normally automatically inherited by one’s children (to fully reproduce 
the class structure with all its sharp and elaborate social and cultural 
distinctions from generation to generation). Such crystallized social 
classes are called castes. Leading examples of caste structure include 
the traditional elaborate Indian class structure where each caste 
traditionally had a different class position; feudal Europe, which was 
divided into an aristocracy, peasantry, and the (Jewish) commercial 
caste, each of which had legal restrictions on its class practices and 
marriage patterns; and the Southern states of the United States, 
where the black ex-slaves formed a distinctive caste largely of share¬ 
croppers, menial domestics, and urban laborers reinforced in their 
caste position by bans on intermarriage and a multitude of caste¬ 
defining Jim Crow laws. 


Classes vary considerably in the degree to which they share a 
common life-style, custom, habits, and so on as well as in the degree 
to which they intermarry and otherwise feel socially comfortable 
w others of the same class position. Some sets of families which 
share a common class position do not form a social class. They may 
not freely intermarry with others in the same class position, nor 
share common customs, traditions, consciousness, or life-style. In 
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fact, they may not even share a common language. Such was the 
case in the multinational, multilingual, multireligious urban working 
class in the Northern cities of the United States between the Civil 
War and the 1930s, where there were many different ethnic groups 
each one of which tended to maintain its separate ethnic culture and 
identity rather than form part of a single social class. Thus, periods 
of very rapid immigration from diverse rural areas into rapidly indus¬ 
trialized regions tend to be periods in which the working class is not 
constituted as a social class. However, it should be stressed, a few 
generations in the same industrial area generally results in those in a 
similar class position losing their ethnic uniqueness, and consequent¬ 
ly in the formation of a homogeneous social class (on the basis of the 
similarities in life experiences and interests generated by a shared 
class position). 

Just as a periods of rapid social dislocation such as industrial¬ 
ization and massive immigration tend to be followed by periods of 
social class formation, periods of lengthy economic stability and slow 
geographical mobility tend to generate increasing rigidification or 
crystallization, as social class, with or without the legal sanction of 
the state, tends to assume a greater and greater role in the life of 
families. Castes are also formed through force, either when one group 
militarily conquers the territory of another (such as happened in 
India or in areas of East Africa), or imports another group to work as 
slaves (e.g., the Caribbean area from the seventeenth to nineteenth 
centuries) or menial laborers with few legal rights (e.g.. East Indians 
or Chinese "coolies” who were brought into the Caribbean by the 
British after the abolition of slavery). Castes sometimes also form 
purely through the taking up of certain economic roles primarily by a 
given ethnic group, even when force or legal sanction is not employed 
to maintain them (for example, various ethnically based merchant 
groups throughout the less-developed countries—Indians in East 
Africa, Chinese in Southeast Asia, Lebanese in West Africa, Arme¬ 
nians in the Near East, and, formerly, Jews in central Europe). 

The members of a well-formed social class are normally conscious 
of class. They can correctly outline the social class structure of 
society, recognize class boundaries and barriers, have a sense for the 
differences in power and status among the classes as well as identify 
themselves as being in a common economic and social position with 
other members of their social class. 

However, a social class does not necessarily form what Marx has 
called a class for itself—a social class which is both conscious of its 
common class interest against other classes and which acts more or 
less as a coherent or organic social actor in pursuit of its correctly 
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perceived interests.* Social classes might sometimes act more or less 
as a political unit, but around a false or erroneously perceived com¬ 
mon interest, or sometimes might not, in fact, be mobilized to act as 
a unit even when it does have a generally correct understanding of 
its common class interest. To be a class for itself, however, a social 
class must have: first, class consciousness, i.e., have a true (correct 
or scientific) understanding of its class interests, and second be a 
coherent unit that is mobilized politically as an active force in pursuit 
of its interests. The members of a class for itself tend to identify 
their personal interests with their class interests and thus if neces¬ 
sary, put the interests of their class before those of themselves and 
their families. 

False consciousness is in good part reproduced by the control of 
the dominant class of the means of mental production. Normally in a 
class society, the owning class controls the schools, dominant church¬ 
es, the mass media, and other means by which abstract phenomena 
removed from the daily life of people are defined, such as the nature 
of other societies, the possibilities of alternative forms of social 
organization, the ultimate criterion of good and evil, and so on. The 
more abstract such understandings are (the more removed they are 
from the daily life of the common people), the more people are open to 
believing what they hear in the churches, schools, or media. 

The state plays a central role in class society in preserving and 
reproducing the class structure. The ability of the dominant class to 
maintain its privileges rests largely on control over state agencies, 
whether as in slave or feudal society by making class position legally 
enforceable, and forcibly repressing any attempt at modifying the 
class structure, or an individual’s attempt to change classes, or as in 
capitalist society by indirectly reinforcing the class system by institu¬ 
tionalizing the market (which generates class inequality), repressing 
attempts to radically modify class structure, controlling education 
and much of the media (which produces an ideology of legitimation of 
class structure), and so forth. 

The probabilities of class consciousness are in good part deter¬ 
mined by the degree of collectivity of labor. Structures that organize 
large groups of workers in a complex division of labor (highly 
socialized labor) under conditions that isolate them from the owning 
class and its agents are highly conducive to generating class con¬ 
sciousness. This process is facilitated if in addition industry is located 


t , f/ interest is meant that course of action which would rationally maximize 

. C , ance “ " 0 taining the needs and wants of an individual or group in a given 
social position. 
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in a class-homogeneous city or in an isolated area (e.g., a mining 
town) that allows the workers to form fairly class-homogeneous 
communities isolated from cross-class pressures. The probability of 
developing class consciousness is also affected by such other struc¬ 
tural factors as the ability to talk on the job (e.g., classical cigar 
makers), oppressiveness of labor (e.g., assembly line workers), and 
centrality in the overall productive process (e.g., transport workers). 

The class structure not only pretty much determines the prob¬ 
ability of developing class consciousness, and hence the agents of 
class struggle; but it also defines the potential objectives of class 
struggle (the feasibility of nationalization, increased wages, the reality 
of socialist revolution), the organizational capacities of classes, the 
training in discipline and leadership given by the production processes 
(which together with their size and geographic concentration produce 
their mobilizable strength), and hence the probable outcomes of class 
struggle. 

The class structure itself is subject to the logic of the mode of 
production that generates it—in capitalist society, the dynamic logic 
and contradictions of the capital accumulation process as well as the 
development of the productive forces it induces. Thus, in the last 
analysis to understand the logic and dynamic of class struggle, one 
must understand the logic and dynamic of the mode of production 
within which it occurs. 

Class struggle, while a product of the logic of class structure, 
itself influences the process of class formation, social class formation, 
and the development of class consciousness. For example, active 
struggle by a middle class in a social formation could result in the 
state’s implementing measures to preserve small farmers and artisans 
against competitive pressures from monopolization, thus slowing 
down the shrinking of the independent sector of the middle class as 
well as the growth of the managerial sector. Similarly (working) 
class struggle could persuade capital to slow the construction of large 
modern plants (which tend to structurally generate a class-conscious 
working class) and resort instead to seasonal labor (e.g., as in South 
Africa) or greater reliance on petty commodity production. Class 
struggle can influence social class formation. In the process of class 
conflict the emerging social classes may develop traditions and build 
friendship networks among themselves and antagonisms to the own¬ 
ing class that give form to social classes (e.g., the struggles of 
European workers from the 1830s). Alternatively, because certain 
groups do not participate in the class struggle, the formation of social 
class may be hindered (e.g., the increased hostility to blacks who 
were sometimes used as strikebreakers in pre-World War I industrial 
battles in the United States). 









S4 / CLASS STRUCTURE 

Class struggle, furthermore, can influence the degree to which 
different segments of the laboring class or middle class come to see 
themselves as part of the working class or middle class (and hence in 
good part determines their role in the overall class struggle). This 
effect is probably particularly important for those intermediate in 
position between the three basic classes (e.g., police, elementary 
teachers, foremen) who can identify either with the middle class or 
the laboring class and, thus, are open to being mobilized by one or 

the other group. . , , 

Changes in class structure are in the last analysis a product of 
changes in the mode of production. Classes first arose in response to 
contradictions between tribal societies and their environments. 
Slavery arose and declined in response to the relative availability of 
labor and economic productivity. Serfdom arose in response to prob¬ 
lems with slavery, and then declined because of the greater efficiency 
of free peasantry. Wage labor developed as the cheapest mode of 
production in areas of surplus population and expanding markets. 

Within the capitalist mode of production during the twentieth 
century the processes that have produced the most basic changes in 
the class structure have included the increasing role of the large 
corporations whose efficiency has driven most small farmers and 
other independent artisans and proprietors out of business (to swell 
the ranks of both the working class and the managerial sector of the 
middle class), and the corresponding increased importance of coordi¬ 
nation, sales, finance, supervision, planning, and so forth that has 
produced a large managerial stratum within the middle class on the 
one side and the large clerical-sales strata of the working class on the 
other. 


THE CLASS STRUCTURE OF CONTEMPORARY CAPITALIST 
SOCIETIES 

In the capitalist mode of production the relation between the 
owning and laboring class is one of wage labor.* Here the wealth of 
the dominant class is generated by hiring free laborers (laborers who 
are both free to work for whomever will hire them, and free of 
owning any significant means of production, and who, therefore, 
must sell their labor power in order to live) and by paying them less 
in wages than the value of what they produce. Wage labor, as opposed 


, *T he , discussion in this section is indebted to Carchedi 1977, Hill 1975, Loren 
1977, Poulantzas 1974, and Wright 1978. 
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to slavery, serfdom, peasantry, or some other mode of exploitation, is, 
thus, the defining characteristic of capitalism. 

The three basic classes of capitalist society are: the capitalist 
class (the bourgeoisie); the middle class (the petty bourgeoisie); and 
the working class (the proletariat). Contemporary capitalist society 
also contains people who have no class positions (i.e., no structured 
relation to production). This classless group (what has been tradi¬ 
tionally called the "lumpen proletariat”) can be referred to as the 
"excluded sector.” 

The capitalist class owns (either legally or de facto) the means of 
production and exchange (industrial, agricultural, commercial, and 
financial), but does not do a significant portion of the labor of putting 
these means of production and exchange into operation (instead 
employing wage laborers as well as supervisory employees to do so). 
Capitalists have the power to assign the means of production and 
exchange to given uses, to invest in different ways, and to dispose of 
the product. They also have the power (to directly exercise, or to 
allocate to others to exercise at the discretion of the capitalists) of 
operational control—-to assign labor to different operations in the 
production process, to supervise and discipline labor, and to determine 
how things are produced. 

The working class does the labor (manual in industry, service, 
and farm; nonmanual in clerical and sales), but does not have the 
power to determine what or how they produce or how their product 
will be disposed. The working class merely has some discretion about 
which particular employer they will sell their ability to labor (their 
labor power) to, and when to change employers. But once the deci¬ 
sions are made, their labor power is at the disposal of the capitalist 
class and its agents in the managerial middle class. Because the 
working class does not own sufficient means of production or ex¬ 
change to survive, they must sell their labor power under conditions 
established by capital. They must agree, as a fundamental condition 
of employment, to produce more for the capitalists than they are paid 
in wages. 

The middle class is intermediate between capital and labor in 
terms of both power and exploitation. They either control their own 
labor power but not to any significant degree that of others (i.e., 
independent proprietors, small farmers, artisans, independent profes¬ 
sionals), have operational control of the labor power of others but not 
real economic ownership (i.e., managers), or are employees with 
considerable autonomy, greater in practice than is characteristic of 
even many independent middle class positions, but since they are 
employed and, thus, lacking in real economic ownership, they are 
still subject to the guidelines of capital. All these groups, because 
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they have essentially the same degree of power over economic rela¬ 
tions, share a similar class position and, thus, tend to form into a 

SlIlg Anv°System of two antagonistic classes, one exploiting and 
dominant and the other dominated and exploited, necessarily gen¬ 
erates intermediate class positions whose function it is to structurally 
mediate between them. It is impossible for those in the top positions 
of slave peasant, feudal, or capitalist society to directly control and 
supervise all slaves, peasants, serfs, or workers. A society composed 
of only two classes is not viable. An intermediate class is, thus, a 
necessity of the requirements of exploitation and supervision. Such a 
class has in varying degree “possession" of the means of production, 
or operational control over labor, over how things are produced. It, 
consequently, has authority over supervision and discipline within 
the labor process (while being fundamentally constrained by the top 
positions, especially in assigning the means of production to different 
uses). Such an intermediate class may be exploited in relation to the 
owning class, i.e., the wealth that its labor allows the owning class 
to accrue is greater than its own income, while not being exploited in 
relation to the working class, i.e., its income is significantly greater 
than the wealth produced by the average worker. In other words, an 
intermediate class typically shares in part of the surplus labor 
extracted from the producing class. They, therefore, must be con¬ 
sidered to have an antagonistic relation to the working class based in 
both domination and exploitation. But because they do not funda¬ 
mentally control their own labor power, and are dominated by the 
owners of the means of production (as well as exploited in relation to 
them) they also have an antagonistic relation to the owners. 

The excluded sector is composed of all those who are permanent¬ 
ly unemployed and are neither part of a nuclear family with a full¬ 
time relation to the means of production nor whose life trajectory 
(student, job, temporarily unemployed, retired) is basically one of 
employment. The excluded neither owns (legally or de facto) produc¬ 
tive property, nor do they regularly sell labor power. Thus, they are 
neither exploited, nor exploiters. The members of this group have no 
structural relation to the means of production. Consquently, their 
income as well as their skill level, education, and social status are 
the lowest of any group in capitalist society. This group includes, 
first, those who can not hold regular jobs because of emotional 
disturbances, drug addiction, alcoholism, and demoralization as well 
as beggars and dependents of the state. Many in this group are petty 
criminals, irregular street-walking prostitutes and pimps, and hust¬ 
lers and part-time petty drug dealers of various kinds. These people 
are broken. I he pressures of society, of discrimination, and other 
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humiliations, have been so great that they have “given up” and 
survive the best they can. Second, it includes those who are perma¬ 
nently disabled, many of the blind, crippled, mentally handicapped, 
and so forth who are unable to hold employment as well as longtime 
welfare recipients, Last, it includes those who could probably hold a 
regular job if they wanted to, but who elect to subsist from welfare 
programs (often illegally), part-time hustling of various kinds, and 
perhaps occasional prostitution or drug dealing, e.g., many hard-core 
“hippies" or "voluntary lumpen.” All three segments of the excluded 
sector lack a structural relation to the means of production and 
exchange. They live off of society. Those in the excluded sector, 
further, share a common position in society that gives rise to a 
similar consciousness, life-style, attitudes, and so on. In a loose sense, 
then, they tend to form a (highly diversified and individualized) social 
“class.” 

Intermediate Positions In the Class Structure 

In addition to a class society’s generating a set of middle class 
positions, it also generates sets of positions intermediate between the 
classes: between the owning class and the middle class, and between 
the laboring class and the middle class. While middle class positions 
are fairly consistent and coherent, pretty much equally balanced in 
economic role between the owning and laboring classes, this is not 
true of locations intermediate between them. 1,1 Such positions are 


♦Considerable misdirected (and largely wasted) intellectual effort has gone into 
debates about categorizing those positions intermediate between the classes. Some 
authors such as Judah Hill (1975) as well as all those in the new working-class 
tradition put positions intermediate in control over labor between clearly working 
class and clearly salaried middle-class positions in the working class. Hill defines them 
as "semi-professional workers." Others such as Nicos Poulantzas put them squarely in 
the "new middle class.” Indeed it is such occupations that because of their real 
ambiguity are most often the subject of controversy. Rather than either forcing such 
groups into one or another category (or alternatively attempting to create a new class 
category equivalent to the others for them) it makes considerable sense to explicitly 
recognize the intermediate class nature of such positions. The alternative is to split 
hairs and exaggerate arguments about whether such positions are working class with 
strong middle-class components; or middle class with strong working-class components. 

The false debate that has gone on by focusing on class position, and largely 
ignoring social class formation, has unfortunately provided little real insight into the 
key questions of what class culture, institutions, and consciousness the various inter¬ 
mediate groups develop, and hence with which of the three basic classes they are most 
likely to identify and share common politics. The analysis in this section, although in 
part inspired by Wright 1978, differs in many respects from his notion of "contra¬ 
dictory class locations." 
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intermediate between the owning class and middle class or between 
the laboring class and the middle class in terms of power over labor, 
land hence their economic interest as well). These positions near 
the top of society consist of those directly subordinate to the owning 
class the second level managers of big corporations and state 
administrators as well as self-employed small capitalists who have 
control over only a small operation subject to markets dominated by 
monopoly corporations, or who, while having only marginal economic 
ownership or control over what is produced, have pretty much total 
operational control or possession. Such positions near the working 
class are those of foreman and lower level supervisors who have 
some degree of possession or control over the labor power of others 
and how production occurs, but only within rather narrow limits. 
Semiprofessionals who have only limited work autonomy (e.g., nurses, 
technicians, primary and secondary school teachers, social workers, 
rank and file police, reporters, purchasing and real estate agents, 
insurance salespeople, own-account salespeople, commercial artists) 
are also intermediate between the middle and working class. 

In both the cases of higher level managers and of foremen the 
nature of their work is to supervise the labor of others, for the higher 
managerial stratum within limits so broad as to often include a share 
in real economic ownership (thus, blurring the distinction with real 
capitalists), and in the second case within limits so narrow as to blur 
the distinction with laborers. Higher level managers in capitalist 
society have possession of the means of production, decide how things 
will be produced, and pretty much exercise operational control over 
their own and other’s labor power, but do not generally exercise 
fundamental economic ownership or control over investment resources 
(and further can be dismissed by those who do). Foremen (at least 
those with some real authority) and line supervisors (at least those 
with minimal prerogatives) have partial operational control over labor 
power, especially that of others.* As intermediates between the real 
decision makers and production workers they consequently feel the 
contradictory pressures of representing the lower ranks upward and 
the higher ranks downward. 


*A few generations ago foreman was a middle-class position with considerable 
authority over the labor of others (often including the power to hire and fire) as well 
as with significantly more technical knowledge of production. The rationalization of 
production, however, has increasingly given the technical knowledge to the engineers 
an technicians, and the powers of hiring, firing, promotion, and discipline to personnel 
apartments and lower level management. The position of foreman has been reduced 
to that of a transmission belt between the true management and the technical staff 
and the working class proper. 
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Semi professionals, which Erik Wright refers to as "semi-auton- 
omous employees," are subject to considerable restraints and direction 
by supervisors, doctors, principals, engineers, and so forth in both 
the type of work they do and how they do it; but at the same time all 
have a degree of autonomy as well as, often, of supervisory power 
over others. The autonomy of such positions or the degree of control 
over others is insufficient to categorize these positions as middle 
class, while their degree of power of supervision is too great to 
categorize them as workers. Their categorization as intermediate in 
class position is supported by their intermediate positions in income 
and status between the two classes. 

Positions such as rank and file police, primary and secondary 
teachers, and lower level social welfare workers are in many respects 
equivalent to factory foreman. While such employees have no say in 
what the police, schools, or welfare system will do in maintaining and 
reproducing the social order (through their role in repression and 
legitimation) they do have some degree of operational control over 
how those they deal with on the job behave. The role of the rank and 
file police is based on control over others, whether drivers of cars or 
criminals, while the role of a primary or secondary school teacher is 
based on control over the day-to-day activities of students, even while 
the guidelines of how the rank and file police and teachers exercise 
that control is fundamentally determined by higher authorities Oust 
as is the case with foremen and lower level supervisors in production 
enterprises). 


Miscellaneous Categories 

The mode of categorizing class positions in terms of power over 
production (both real ownership, and possession or operational con¬ 
trol) can be applied by analogy to positions in the noneconomic 
institutional orders of society, namely political and ideological appa¬ 
ratuses, such as the military, the civilian state apparatus, and the 
church. Different positions in these institutions have different rela¬ 
tionships of control of labor and domination of others. However, 
normally, the occupants of the top positions in political and ideological 
hierarchies in a class society do not exercise fundamental power over 
what these institutions do, i.e., they have neither legal ownership nor 
real ownership. They generally have rather possession or operational 
control—the power to assign subordinates, to put the institutional 
processes into operation; to determine how they operate, including the 
authority over supervision and discipline. Normally, generals and 
other leading military officers, members of Parliament/Congress, state 
executives, and so forth must be considered to occupy middle class or 
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at best intermediate (between the capitalist class and the middle 
class) positions within a capitalist society. Only if it can be determined 
that the generals, president, or dictator has assumed fundamental 
power (including essential power over economic institutions) can it be 
maintained that such positions are equivalent to. or part of, the 
possessing/dominant class {an atypical situation), Thus, the typical 
generals, parliamentarians, and state administrators within a class 
society must be treated just like managers in the private sector. The 
incumbents of all these positions have their careers advanced because 
they develop and administer policies that advance the capitalist 
system, and would be dismissed if and when their policies no longer 
serve that system. 

It is common, however, that the individuals who occupy the top 
positions in the military, state, or church are part of the social class 
of the owning group by virtue of their own direct relation to the 
means of production as well as the class position of their parents and 
other relatives (in the case of career officials). 

The intermediate positions within the army, government bureauc¬ 
racy, and church must be treated as essentially petty-bourgeois 
positions intermediate in power between that of the generals or top 
officials and those of the rank and file; while the privates and cor¬ 
porals together with the lower levels of the civil service and religious 
apparatus (e.g„ nuns) are the equivalents of the working class, since 
they exercise neither real economic ownership nor possession in any 
significant degree (rather they have their labor virtually totally con¬ 
trolled by those above them). Ministers, priests, and other clergy 
employed by religious institutions should be categorized mostly as 
salaried professionals. 

Foremen in the economic order can be considered to be in an 
intermediate location between classes because while they have no 
real economic ownership they have a significant amount of possession 
(intermediate between that of the petty bourgeoisie and the working 
class), and so should sargents (or their equivalents) in the military 
and !ow r er level supervisors in the civil bureaucracy. All of these 
groups feel conflicting pressures from above and below. 

Students must be considered to have a class background (the 
social class of their parents) and a class destination (the class position 
for which they are training). The status of students then is not a 
class position. Retired people should generally be considered part of 
the social class of their former class position, unless there has been a 
significant and long-term collapse of their living standards and life¬ 
style, and, thus, a fall into the excluded sector. The temporarily 
unemployed must be categorized according to their regular occupation 
since, like the retired, their social life and consciousness is shaped by 
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their past (and normal) relation to the means of production. Depen¬ 
dents (children, spouses, and so on) of an "economically active” 
person must be categorized according to the class position of the 
nuclear familiy member who normally has a direct relationship to 
the means of production, since it is this position that structures the 
social life and consciousness of the entire family. 

Those that engage primarily in illegal activity should be cat¬ 
egorized in the same manner as anyone else. Those that control 
large-scale criminal operations (e.g., Mafia chiefs) are capitalists since 
their wealth is based on control of other’s labor power. Those who 
work on a regular and sustained basis for such "underworld bosses” 
are in the working class (as are the women who work in illegal 
houses of prostitution). Those who are independent operators and 
who work on a sustained and regular basis (including “call girls”), as 
well as the “second lieutenants” of the leaders of criminal syndicates 
are petty bourgeois. Only those who engage in petty crime (or 
prostitution) on an irregular and often spontaneous as well as 
incompetent level are truly “lumpen,” or part of the excluded sector. 

Short-term prisoners can probably best be categorized in terms of 
their class position before they entered prison (i.e., they should not be 
classified as workers just because they are made to perform prison 
labor, or as part of the excluded sector if they serve time without 
performing such labor) since prison status is normally temporary and 
artificial. Their social class position is also greatly influenced by that 
of their relatives on the outside, which is normally identical to that 
of their outside occupation. There is, however, a tendency for long¬ 
term prisoners to develop into lumpen (part of the excluded sector 
which is psychologically unable to hold regular working-class employ¬ 
ment) because of the powerful social pressures existing in prisons 
that inculcate hatred of authority demoralization, cynicism, and a 
hustling attitude to work and life. The high density and confined 
quarters of prisons are hothouses of common value production in 
which a typically lumpen consciousness is generated. 

Individuals sometimes have more than one class position, e.g., 
factory workers might also work on weekends, vacations, and after 
regular work on their own farm. Such individuals generally tend to 
form into the social class of the class position in which they spend 
most of their time or derive most of their income. When the two class 
positions have significantly different status, however, an individual 
usually forms into the position with lower status since status is 
normally degraded by participation in labor below one’s position. 
Further, if one has two positions (one in the working class and one in 
the petty bourgeoisie) this is almost certainly the case because 
insufficient income is being earned from the petty-bourgeois position 
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to allow the individual to quit the working-class job and assume a 
full-time petty-bourgeois position. Hence one’s friendship networks 
and intermarriage patterns are not typically those of the petty 
bourgeoisie, even while one of the two class positions (and normally 
the preferred one) is petty bourgeois. 

It should also be noted that the social class factors that a family 
comes to acquire (relatives, friends, life-style, and so forth) do not 
change immediately upon a change in class position. One's social 
class tends to lag behind changes in class position, perhaps by as 
much as a generation {especially in the capitalist class). 


Size of Various Classes in the United States 

Table 3.1 roughly estimates the relative size of the various 
classes in the United States in 1970. Approximately 0.1 percent of the 
population can be categorized as large or medium capitalists (i.e., 
defined either as the number of millionaires or the number of families 
listed in the Social Register, see Chapter 4); and 2 percent as small 
capitalists (who derive most of their income from the tabor of their 
employees, but who are largely socially integrated into the upper 
reaches of the middle class). Roughly 23 percent of the population (as 
estimated by the male occupational structure) can be categorized as 
middle class (9 percent self-employed, 14 percent salaried). Fifty-four 
percent are working class (45 percent blue collar, 9 percent white 
collar, again as estimated by the male occupational structure). About 
13 percent of the population must be categorized as intermediate 
between the working class and middle class (e.g., primary and 
secondary school teachers, technicians, cultural workers, foremen, 
office managers, and such high level sales emloyees as real estate 
agents, insurance agents, advertising people, stock and bond sales¬ 
persons, sales representatives, buyers and purchasing agents, and 
credit people). Roughly 8 percent of the population can be categorized 
as in the excluded sector. This sector is defined as all those who are 
not in the active labor force and who are living below the poverty 
level (excluding those retired, after a lifelong occupational career, and 
those in school). The operational definition of this latter category is 
based on all husband-wife families below the official poverty level in 
which they men did not work at all during 1970, plus all poor single 
women (parents and not) who did not work in 1970. The number of 
female single-parent families and individuals is used to supplement 
usband-wife family data (rather than the equivalent category of 
mem because in the excluded sector single men are very likely to 
attempt to avoid census takers as well as all other forms of state 
aut onties and, thus, not to be counted in official statistics. The 
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single women in this group, who normally have the children and 
thus benefit from various government programs, are much less likely 
to have motives to avoid government counts, thus their number gives 
a much better estimate of the size of this stratum than do counts of 
single men. 

Since, for the most part, the size of the various classes is esti¬ 
mated on the basis of the male occupational structure, it might be 
argued that the size of middle class and intermediate sectors could be 
somewhat exaggerated, this because single women more than single 
men are concentrated in working-class occupations. However, it must 
be noted that in 1970 roughly 85 percent of women aged 25-54 were 


TABLE 3.1: Estimate of the Class Structure of the United 
States in 1970 


Class 

Percentage of Total 

Large and medium capitalists ( Social Register level 
or millionaires) 

0.1% 

Small capitalists 

2.0 

Middle class 

23,0 

Self-employed 

9,0 

Salaried 

14.0 

Intermediate sector 

13.0 

Semiprofessionals 

4.4 

(of which teachers) 

1.6 

(of which technicians) 

1.4 

Semimanagerial 

4.1 

(of which foremen) 

2.9 

Police 

0.8 

High-level sales 

3.8 

Working class 

54.0 

White collar 

9.0 

Blue collar 

45.0 

Excluded sector* 

8.0 

Total 

100.0 


‘The excluded sector is operationally defined as all families below the poverty 
level in which the “head" did not work at all In 1970 plus all female unrelated 
individuals below the poverty less who did not work in 1970 less all families whose 
heads" and all female unrelated individuals below the poverty level who did not 
work because they were in school, and less all male family heads who did not work 
because they were retired. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census. Currant Population Reports, Series P-60 
#81 Consumer Income. Characteristics of the Low Income Population r 970. 1971, 
Table: 20. See Tables 5.8 and 7.3 as well as Chapter 4. 
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married, and only about 5 percent of women aged 30-54 had never 
been married. Thus, the experience of single women is of much less 
weight than that of married women in influencing the social class 
structure. The vast majority of never married women are under 30, 
and are, thus, still heavily influenced by the social class of their 
parents.' The vast majority of once married women {widowed and 
divorced) are either between marriages to men of the same social 
class or are relatively recently widowed or divorced and are, thus, 
still socially integrated into the class of their former husband {even if 
their income has radically decreased). Thus, the use of the male 
occupational structure to estimate the social class of the entire 
population should result in very little upward bias. 


THE DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH AND INCOME IN THE UNITED 
STATES 

The capitalist class in the United States and other advanced 
Western industrial societies owns the bulk of the factories, mines, 
and other means of production. They hire the labor power of the 
working class on condition that the value of what this latter class 
produces is greater than the cost of labor power to the capitalists, 
i.e„ that there is a positive difference (or surplus) between total 
wages (supplemented by overhead, raw materials, and depreciation, 
which are largely reducible, directly or indirectly, to the labor costs 
of those capitalists that supply these inputs) and the total sales of 
the capitalists. The survival and growth of the capitalist mode of 
production then depends on profit, or what amounts to the same 
thing, the exploitation of labor power (exploitation in the sense of the 
price of labor power being less than the value of what it produces). 
Out of profits come not only the consumption income of the capital¬ 
ists, but also the funds to reinvest in capitalist enterprises. It is, 
thus, the power of capital to hire labor power, a power based in the 
concentration of productive property in the hands of a very few 
capitalists, that is the source of their income and wealth as well as of 
the expansion in that wealth, i.e., ownership of the means of produc¬ 
tion provides the ability to increase wealth. It is only in these terms 
that the^income and wealth distributions of capitalist countries such 
as the United States can be understood. In this section it is shown 
that the logic of the private ownership of industry in the United 
tates produces a great gap in the distribution of income as well as a 
muc larger gap in the distribution of wealth. It is also shown that 
e income and wealth distribution in the United States have re¬ 
mained essentially constant over the course of the twentieth century. 
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The Distribution of Wealth 

In the United States in 1972, 1 percent of all persons held 25.9 
percent of all wealth (net worth), and just one-half of 1 percent held 
20.4 percent. The top 1 percent also held 56.5 percent of all corporate 
stock, 60 percent of all corporate bonds, 52.7 percent of all debt 
instruments, and 89.9 percent of the value of all trust funds. The top 
one-half of 1 percent held 49.3 percent, 52.2 percent, 39.1 percent, and 
80,8 percent respectively (see Table 3.2). There is an extreme con¬ 
centration of wealth at the top levels of contemporary capitalist 
society. In 1972 the top one-half of 1 percent of wealthy individuals 
held 79 percent of all the net worth of the top I percent, as well as 87 
percent of the value of their corporate stock. In 1969 those with a 
total net worth of $1 million or more (approximately 0,1 percent of all 
adults) held 9.6 percent of total net worth and 23.1 percent of corpo¬ 
rate stock. Thus, the top one-tenth of 1 percent of wealthy individuals 
around 1970 held roughly 37 percent of the net worth and 41 percent 
of the corporate stock held by the richest 1 percent of the population 
(see Turner and Starness 1976, p. 43). 

The concentration of wealth grew over the course of the nine¬ 
teenth century until the end of the 1920s. In 1810 the richest 1 
percent of families held 21 percent of all wealth and in 1900 about 28 
percent. In 1929 the richest 1 percent of adults held about 36 percent 
of all wealth. After declining to about 20 percent at the end of the 


TABLE 3.2: Personal Wealth: Value of Assets Held by All 
Persons in the United States 




1958 



1972 



Top 0.5% Top 1% 

Top 0.5% 
as % of 
Top 1% 

Top 0.5 % Top 1°/o 

Top 0.5% 
as % of 
Top 1% 

Total assets 

20.40% 

25.50% 

80.00% 

18.90% 

24.10% 

78.40% 

Corporate stock 

66.60 

75.40 

88.30 

49.30 

56.50 

87.30 

Bonds 

36.00 

41.40 

87.00 

52.20 

60.00 

87.00 

Debt instruments 

28.60 

37.30 

76.70 

39.10 

52.70 

74.20 

Trusts 

85.10 

92.10 

92.40 

80.80 

89.90 

90.00 

Real estate 

Net worth 

10.10 

15.10 

66.90 

10.10 

15.10 

66.90 

i Jess liabilities ) 
Number of per¬ 

21.70 

26.90 

80.70 

20.40 

25.90 

78.80 

sons (millions) 

0.87 

1.74 

0.50 

1.04 

2.09 

0.50 


Source: U.S. Department of Commerce 1981, p.471. 
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1940s. the wealth concentrated in the hands of the richest I percent 
fluctuated around 27 percent through the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s 
(see Table 3.3). It should be noted that the concentration of wealth in 
the United States has been approximately the same throughout the 
post-World War II period (with roughly the top 1 percent holding 
about 26 percent of the national wealth). 

In 1953 the highest income percentile of families owmed 51.7 
percent of all corporate stock. It was 49.1 percent in 1964. 50.4 
percent in 1969, and 51.1 percent in 1971 (see Table 3.4). There has 
been little change since the late 1950s in the concentration of corpo¬ 
rate stock ownership, as measured by that held by those w r iih the 
highest income. However, there has been a definite deconcentration of 
stock as measured by percent held by the wealthiest. Since there has 
been no decrease in the distribution of wealth, the lessening share of 
stock ownership in the hands of the wealthiest 1 percent means that 
the wealthy have been transferring their investments from corporate 


stock to other forms of wealth. The transfer appears to be in part to 
“debt instruments” (notes, mortgages, security credit, and similar 
assets) and bonds. For example, the proportion of all debt instru¬ 
ments held by the wealthiest 1 percent rose from 37.3 percent to 52.7 

TABLE 3.3: Share of Wealth Held by Richest 1 Percent of 

U.S. Adults 

Year 

Percentage of Wealth Held 

1810 

21.0 

1860 

24.0 

1900 

(26.0-31.0) 

1922 

31.6 

1929 

36.3 

1933 

28.3 

1939 

30.6 

1945 

23.3 

1949 

20.8 

1953 

27.5 

1956 

26.0 

1958 

26.9 

1962 

27.4 

1965 

29.2 

1969 

24.9 

_ 1972 

25.9 


" T ' 0r f,ineteemh ee " UjT * is for families instead of adults. 

7 i. urrterand Starness 1976, p 19; U.S. Department of Commerce 1981, 
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percent of the total between 1958 and 1972, while the proportion of 
all bonds held rose from 41.4 percent to 60.0 percent (see Table 3.2). 
The fact that there has been no decrease in the percentage of 
corporate stock held by the top 1 percent of income receipients indi¬ 
cates that stock ownership remains as concentrated as ever (rather 
there has been only a change in the portfolio composition of the 
wealthiest). 

The assets of the middle class and skilled working class consist 
mostly of their home. Those of the poorer working class consist 
mostly of their car and savings account. Those of the upper middle 
class are concentrated in their business and investments. The assets 
of the capitalist class predominantly consist of their investments 
(especially corporate stock). For example, in 1962 about 55 percent of 
the average wealth of all families in the $10,000-$25,000 range was 
equity in their homes, 5 percent in their automobiles, and 16 percent 
in cash (with 9 percent in their family business and 13 percent in 
investments). For families with less than $1,000 in assets, 48 percent 
was accounted for by their auto and 34 percent by cash. For families 
with $500,000 or over in assets, however, an average of only 5 
percent was in equity in their home, 0.2 percent in their automobiles, 
and 4 percent in cash. For these families 50 percent of their networth 
was in investments—other than their own business or profession (see 
Table 3.5). 

In 1976, 72 percent of the net worth of those who died with net 
assets of $10 million or more was in corporate stocks, 11 percent in 
bonds, and only 4 percent in real estate and 3 percent in noncorporate 
business assets. In strong contrast, those with a net worth of under 
$500,000 had only 18 percent of their net worth in stock and 6 
percent in bonds, but 35 percent in real estate (mostly their own 
homes). In general, the greater one’s net worth, the higher the propor- 

TABLE 3.4: Percentage of Stock Value Owned by Families 
with the Highest Income 


1 % of Income 1 % of Wealth 


1953 51.7% 86.3% 

1958 50.5 75.4 

1964-65 491 61.0 

1969 50,4 50 8 

19 ?1 51,1 


*Data not available. 

Sources: Rossidies 1976, p. 131; Table 3.2 herein; Smith and Franklin 1974. 




























TABLE 3.5: Mean Value of Assets of Specific Types as a Percentage of the Mean Value of 
Wealth of AM Types, by Wealth Class of Consumer Units, 1962 
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Source: Dorothy $. Projector and Gertrude S. Weiss, Survey of Financial Characteristics of Consumers (Washington, D.G.: 
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, August 1966', p. 110, cited in Turner and Starness 1976, p. 27. 


TABLE 3.6: Composition of Assets by Size of Net Worth, 1976 (in millions of dollars) 
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tion of one's wealth is concentrated in corporate stock and the less is 
tied up in real estate (see Table 3.6). It is clear that the wealth of the 
capitalist class is concentrated in ownership of the corporations. 


The Distribution of Income 


In 1978 the highest 5 percent of income earners received 15.6 
percent of total money income (of families), the highest 20 percent, 
41.5 percent of the total, and the lowest 20 percent, 5.2 percent. 
These figures were all essentially constant over the 1960s and 1970s 
(see Table 3.7). Gabriel Kolko has shown that the income share of 
the highest one-fifth and one-tenth remained essentially constant in 
the 1910 to 1959 period as well—although there was a slight tendency 
for these shares to rise before 1929, shrink until the end of World 
War II, and then increase again in the immediate post-World War II 
period (see Kolko 1962, p. 14). Kolko, however, also found that the 
share of income going to the lowest one-fifth declined in the 1910 to 
1941 period from 8.3 percent to 3.0 percent of the total, rising again 
in the immediate post-World War II period to the 4 to 5 percent 
range (and as can be seen from Table 3.7), settling at slightly over 5 
percent through most of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Studies of the trends in income inequality since the end of World 
War II that take into account the entire income distribution (by using 
the Gini index) have shown little change between 1947 and 1973. 
Depending on the definitions used and whether income tax returns 
or Bureau of the Census sample data are used, somewhat different 
results are obtained. Using Internal Revenue Service (IRS) income 
tax return data, inequality appears to have increased somewhat. The 
Gini index (the bigger the index the more inequality, 0.0 indicates 
perfect equality, 1.00 total inequality) increased slightly from 0.42 in 
1947 to 0,45 in 1971 (with the rate of increase being fairly constant 
o\er the 24-year-period). Using Bureau of the Census data, however, 


TABLE 3.7: Aggregate Family Income 


Lowest fifth 
Second fifth 
Middle fifth 
Fourth fifth 
Highest fifth 
Highest 5% 


1960 1965 1970 1975 1978 


4.8 

12.2 

17.8 
24,0 
41.3 

15.9 


5.2 

12.2 

17.8 

23.9 

40.9 
15.5 


5.4 

12.2 

17.6 

23.8 

40.9 

15.6 


5.4 

11.8 

17.6 

24.1 

41.1 
15.5 


5.2 

11.6 

17.5 
24,1 

41.5 

15.6 


Source. U.S. Department of Commerce 1981 a, p. 454. 
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there was no apparent change. The Gini index stood at 0.42 in both 
1947 and 1973, with only minor fluctuations between 0.40 and 0.42 
between those years (see Zeitlin 1970, p. 112). 

In 1978 the top 1 percent of income recipients received 7.5 percent 
of all income, i.e., the highest income 1 percent got about half of the 
income of the highest income 5 percent, indicating a fairly high 
degree of concentration at the upper reaches of the income distribu¬ 
tion, but significantly less concentration than is the case with wealth 
(see Table 3.8). The top 1 percent of stock dividend recipients received 
37 percent, of all stock dividends (the top 10 percent received over 58 
percent), while the top 1 percent of those with capital gain income 
received 32 percent of all net capital gains (the top 10 percent received 
over 54 percent) (computed from data in Table 3.8). 

Those with the highest incomes in the United States received 
most of their income from corporate stock dividends and capital gains 
(in good part the selling of corporate stock initially purchased at a 
lower price). In 1978, 31.7 percent of the income of those earning over 
$1 million in that year was in the form of stock dividends and 26.2 
percent in the form of net capital gains. Only 16.2 percent was in the 
form of wages and salaries. This is in strong contrast to those with 
incomes of less than $20,000. For these people fully 87.7 percent of 
their income was in the form of wages and salaries and only 1.3 
percent in the form of stock dividends and 1.2 percent in net capital 
gains (see Table 3.8). In general, the higher the income, the higher 
the proportion accounted for by both dividends and capital gains and 
the less accounted for by wages and salaries. It is clear that the high 
incomes, and thus the ability to accumulate capital, of the rich come 
from the exploitation of the working class. 

It is of interest to note that the proportion of business and 
professional (including partnership) income to total income is highest 
in the $50,000~$500,000 a year bracket where small capitalists as 
well as higher paid self-employed professionals are concentrated. In 
this income range business and professional income is more important 
than either stock dividends or net capital gains (salaries are more 
important still). But in the highest income brackets where the 
medium and large capitalists are found, it is corporate stock owner¬ 
ship not directly owned enterprises or managerial compensation that 
is the basis of wealth. The high income and wealth of the capitalist 
class in the United States is based on their ownership of the giant 
corporations, not in any entrepreneurial activity or managerial func¬ 
tion that they themselves perform. 

Because of the very different ways in which the different classes 
receive their incomes, the actual differential in wealth received is 
greater than the figures on money income reported to the Internal 
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Revenue Service of the U.S. government indicate. One of the principal 
means to avoid progressive income tax rates applicable to high in¬ 
comes is to receive income in kind rather than in money. Thus, 
higher level executives receive generous expense accounts (which pay 
for vacations, private planes, suites, meals, parties, yachts, cars, 
medical care, entertainment, gasoline, and so forth, none of which is 
considered “income" but rather “business expenses”). 

Another way the rich have to reduce the income they report to 
the IRS {and thus to make the income distribution statistics appear 
more equal than they are) includes having the corporations distribute 
less of their profits than they otherwise would. In the period 1923-29 
the corporations withheld only 27 percent of corporate profits, but in 
the period 1946-59 (after the individual income tax rates were greatly 
increased) they withheld 51 percent, i.e., only distributed 49 percent 
to stockholders (see Kolko 1962, p. 23). This means that money that 
would be taxed if distributed as dividends accrues as a benefit to the 
stock owners in greater value on their investments, an increase in 
value that is only taxed (as capital gains) when stock is sold, and 
then only at much less than the rate of dividend income. 

In conclusion, it appears that at best both the wealth and the 
income distributions in the United States have remained essentially 
constant throughout the twentieth century, and that the changes in 
them are basically cyclical or erratic. There is no trend toward 
greater equality. Thus, the popular myth that the New Deal, progres¬ 
sive taxation, inheritance taxes, and the ^welfare state have produced 
a significant reduction in economic inequality in the United States is 
mistaken. It would seem that the logic of the capital accumulation 
process within U.S. monopoly capitalist society generates a certain 
set income and wealth distribution independently of state role in the 
economy. 

The taxation of incomes by the U.S. state has little effect on the 
income distribution. In 1972 the before-tax income share of the high¬ 
est fifth in the United States was 44.8 percent, its after-tax share 
was 42.8 percent, while the before tax share of the bottom fifth was 
3.8 percent and its after-tax share 4.5 percent—a slight, but not very 
significant change (Sawyer 1976, p. 14). The federal tax system in 
the United States, technically, is sharply progressive, i.e,, the higher 
one's income, the higher the proportion of one’s income theoretically 
paid in taxes. However, because of a systematic series of “tax loop¬ 
holes” written into the income tax law from the beginning (with the 
intention of reducing the actually applicable rates), very few wealthy 
people ever pay anything approaching the official rate for their income 
class. In fact, the average effective tax on high incomes in the 1960s 
and 1970s was about 30 percent without any significant tendency to 
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increase after about the $200,000 a year income level (in 1970 dollars) 
(see Stern 1973. p. 11). The story of federal tax loopholes, the regres¬ 
sive nature of state and local taxation, and the ability of the rich to 
pass taxes on to the working class in the form of higher prices has 
been told many times and will not be repeated here, since this book 
is concerned only with the effect of taxation on income distribution 
and this is negligible.* 


The Poor 

The U.S. Social Security administration defines the poverty level 
income in the United States as three times what the Department of 
Agriculture estimates is the minimum cost of a nutritious diet. The 
rationale for this estimate of the minimum it takes to maintain a 
healthy, no-frills standard of living is that food expenses have been 
empirically found to account for about one-third of the budgets of the 
poor, In 1978 in the United States the poverty level was officially 
defined as $6,662 a year for a family of four (32.6 percent of the 
median income of a family of four, down from 40.6 percent in 1965 
and 35.2 percent in 1970). In 1978, 24.5 million persons in the United 
States were below the poverty level (and 34.2 million below the 125 
percent of poverty level that is also often used to specify the poor). 
These figures represent 11.4 percent and 15.8 percent of the total 
U.S. population respectively. The poor in the United States can, thus, 
be defined as between 11 percent and 16 percent of the U.S. popula¬ 
tion (see U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, pp. 464-65). 

Since the poverty level is defined in terms of absolute nutritional 
requirements (instead of relative criteria), the percentage of the 
population below the official poverty line has decreased as the pro¬ 
portion of the median income that must be spent on a nutritious diet 
has declined (i.e., as the real wage level in the United States has 
risen, or, to be more precise, as the cost of basic foods measured in 
labor time has declined). Over the course of the 1960s the percentage 
of those below the poverty level declined from 22.4 percent of the 
population in 1959 to 12.1 percent in 1969 {this corresponded to the 
rise in real wages during this period). The percentage below the 
po\ert\ line remained constant over the course of the 1970s, however, 

f?~ re ^ Xin( ^ n £ t0 failure of real wages to rise over this period (see 
L'.b. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 464). 

, f? Recent of people below the poverty line were white 

and 61. 1 percent black (and 10.6 percent Ladinos). These figures 


*See Stern 1973; Szymanski 1978. chap. 8. 
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represented 8.7 percent of all whites, 30.6 percent of all blacks, and 
21.6 percent of all Ladinos respectively. (U.S. Department of Com¬ 
merce 1981a, p. 466). 

In 51 percent of the families below the poverty line the "head” 
(the man in the case of husband-wife families, the single parent, 
usually a woman, in the rest) was not in the labor force (i.e., neither 
employed nor looking for work), and in another 9 percent was un¬ 
employed (i.e., looking for work). Only 48 percent of such families 
had their head employed at some point during 1977, with 38 percent 
of these 48 percent, less than 27 weeks during the year (U.S. Bureau 
of the Census 1979b). In 42 percent of families below the poverty line 
in 1977 there was no one at all working or looking for work (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 1979b). Thus, about half of the poor can be 
described as working poor and almost half as part of the excluded 
sector. 

In the South 14.7 percent of all families were below the poverty 
line (including 34.1 percent of all blacks) as compared to 9.1 percent 
in the North Central states. 10.0 percent in the West, and 10.4 
percent in the Northeast. In central cities in 1978, 15.4 percent of 
persons (and 31.5 percent of blacks) were below the poverty level, 
while in non metropolitan areas 13.5 percent of persons (including 
37,2 percent of all blacks) were. Both figures contrast sharply with 
only 6.8 percent of persons (and 20.1 percent of blacks) in suburuban 
areas below the poverty line. In 1978, 38 percent of all persons below 
the poverty line lived in centra! cities and another 38 percent in 
nonmetropolitan areas; these figures compare with 28 percent and 32 
percent of the total population living in such areas (U.S. Department 
of Commerce 1981a, 18, 464-66). The poor are disproportionately 
located in the South, in rural areas, and in the central cities. 

In 1978, 13.9 percent of those 65 years and over, 16.5 percent of 
those under 14. but only 8.2 percent of those between 22 and 64 were 
poor (U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 466). A total of 13 
percent of all those below the poverty level were over 65, while 31 
percent were under 14; 38 percent were between 22 and 64. The poor 
are, thus, disproportionately old and dependent children (these latter 
heavily concentrated in mother-child families). 

In 1978 the U.S. minimum wage (which represented 44 percent 
of the average earnings of production workers in manufacturing in 
that year) produced an annual income (assuming 52 forty-hour weeks) 
of 91 percent of the official poverty level for a family of four. The 
average Social Security payment to retired men represented 59 per¬ 
cent of the poverty levei for such a family and the average Aid to 
families with Dependent Children payments amounted to 47 percent 
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(US Department of Commerce 1981a, pp, 342, 356, 425). These 
figures manifest the fact that people working at minimum-wage jobs, 
the retired without savings or investment income, and single mothers 
with young children are all very heavily represented among the poor. 
They also reflect the fact that the minimum wage as well as welfare 
and ‘social security support levels are set at such a low level as to 
provide a tremendous incentive for people dependent on them to look 
for work {or in the case of minimum-wage jobs to look for higher 
paving work). 

Of all families below the poverty line in 1977, 22 percent had an 
income entirely from their own earnings (wages, salaries, and self- 
employment income) and 29 percent lived entirely from various social 
security and public welfare programs. The rest (49 percent) had 
incomes that were a combination of earnings, income supplements 
from various Social Security and public welfare programs, and other 
unearned income (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1979b, p. 142). 

The poor, both the working poor and those in the excluded 
sector, are a product of the logic of capitalist society. Poverty is a 
necessary condition for the maintenance of profitability within 
capitalist forms of economic organization. Capitalism needs a signif¬ 
icant level of people (both low' paid and without pay) who are actively 
looking for work at any given time (in order to put sufficient down¬ 
ward pressure on wages so as to maintain profits.) By increasing 
productivity, and hence layoffs, it continually reproduces their num¬ 
ber as well. A low-wage sector, in addition to putting pressure on 
those with higher wages, also allows marginal and labor-intensive 
industries to survive and prosper. Further, it must be noted that 
protracted unemployment produces a significant number of physically 
and mentally broken and demoralized people unable to sell their labor 
power on a sustained basis, and who thus sink permanently into the 
excluded sector. 

Poverty is not a matter of lack of education, insufficient “drive" 
or motivation, or faulty culture (a “culture of poverty”). Nor is it 
part of a “vicious circle” involving these three. If everyone had a 
Ph D. and was motivated to work hard 12 hours a day at any job no 
matter how menial, the rate of unemployment as well as the wage 
structure between high- and low r -paying jobs would remain the same 
if not deteriorate (as would the proportion of those eventually 
physically and morally broken by the system). So long as there are a 
significant number of unemployed willing and able to take the jobs of 
the employed, workers are constrained from demanding pay raises, 
rom relaxing work discipline, or from resisting the authority of 
management. And for higher paid workers, the existence of low-paid 
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workers anxious to move up to better paying jobs has the same 
effect. If there were no unemployed, wages would rise as capitalists 
bid the cost of labor up in order to secure scarce labor power even 
without unions (higher wages that could only be granted by decreas¬ 
ing profits). Further, workers would be inclined to slow down on the 
job, to perhaps not show up on Mondays or Fridays, and to ignore 
directives of foremen. If there is no one available to take one’s job, 
one becomes rather indispensable, and can get away with a lot more 
than if one could be easily replaced. Thus, in times of very low 
unemployment, wages tend to rise and real productivity declines 
from its maximum. Workers are in a strong position to resist capital. 
But in times of high unemployment, wages decline as capitalists are 
able to reduce wages (it should be noted that in such periods profits 
often decline even more rapidly). If workers resist wage reductions 
there are always the unemployed who are willing to accept lower 
pay. Further, in times of high unemployment speedup tends to rise 
toward its technical maximum since workers now are under the 
imminent threat of being fired unless they produce (this occurs even 
though aggregate statistics of output divided by workers employed 
may not rise due to enterprises holding on to redundant workers). 
Without unemployment wages would rise to the point of threatening 
the very existence of profits, and productivity and work discipline 
would also seriously decline. 

Unemployment and low-wage jobs are not the result of a conspir¬ 
acy among capitalists. Rather they are structurally generated by the 
logic of capital. As the pool of the unemployed is reduced by capital¬ 
ists hiring more and more workers to work in new factories and 
industries, capitalists must induce workers away from other capital¬ 
ists to take new jobs in expanded enterprises by bidding wages up. 
At the same time employed workers also receive wage increases as 
an inducement not to leave for higher paying jobs elsewhere. Rising 
wages tend to reduce profits, giving capitalists a growing incentive to 
introduce labor-saving machinery to replace increasingly expensive 
labor power. 

The introduction of labor-saving machinery results in workers 
being laid off, thereby increasing the pool of unemployed workers 
actively seeking work. As the pool of the unemployed grows there is 
increasing pressure on those still employed to accept wage cuts as 
well as to increase their output. With plenty of unemployed workers 
willing to work for less than those who are currently employed, 
capital is now in a position to reduce wages. If an employed worker 
quits as a result, there will be no difficulty in finding others to do 
the work. Wages, thus, decline to the point where labor power is so 
cheap that it is as cheap as introducing new labor-saving machinery 
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The rate of technical innovation, thus, slows down, as more and 
more inexpensive labor power is hired. The now considerable reserve 
of unemployed labor is consequently reduced. In fact, in normal times 
actual cycles of unemployment induced by this process are not that 
large, nor are cycles in the rate of introduction of labor-saving tech¬ 
nology or wages. Rather, an equilibrium is normally reached between 
the rate of introduction of labor-saving technology and the unemploy¬ 
ment rate, an equilibrium that generates a more or less large and 
stable poo! of unemployed workers. 

A similar process operates to maintain the differential between 
high-wage and low-wage jobs. Significant numbers of high-paid 
workers can be replaced by other workers in low-paid jobs when the 
differentia! between them becomes too great (this may involve a 
deskilling or automation of the labor process of higher paid skilled 
positions). If the differential is too small, there is little incentive for 
the slightly lesser paid workers to press for the jobs of the higher 
paid. As a result of the enhanced security of equalitarian wage 
policy, the compliance to capital, and hence productivity, is reduced. 
Pay differentials are also maintained as an inducement to receive 
training and develop skills as well as to motivate performance. 

The Excluded Sector 

The excluded sector is a product of the logic of the capitalist 
mode of production. Much of the excluded sector consists of the 
human discards of the system. Those who have become disabled or 
made permanently ill because of injuries and diseases associated with 
\ * ^ x P erience or class position as well as those who have been 
mentally damaged (made mentally ill) by the stresses and strains of 

includi tL fC a t0 6 P0 ' nt ° f n0t abIe t0 hold a it> b (this 

diction) It ai* * /a" to alcohol | sm and other forms of drug ad- 

and strain - S ° l ° C ^!? eS t * lose sub j ect to the high levels of frustration 
and strains associated with racism. 

Dolicv^htsf'a^?^ 6 °V he exc ' uded sector is also a product of state 
maintaining nrnf t^kT^ 08 P °° r perform a necessary function in 

rr for ^ {b ° th th ° se actua ^ ***** at 

the excluded sent actlve * y seeking work), so too do those in 

The extremely 1* ° se . unal:)le or unwilling to actively seek work), 
received bv rhn J?^ , Condltlons and generally degraded treatment 

in?X to Lmin ^ ^ SeCt ° r SerVeS t0 m0tivate the work ' 

seeking work (under^R 1 ^ eir , * 0W ' wa ® e jobs and to keep actively 

welfare, or those living ty . °. f smkin g t0 the level of those on 

and other forms of hustling). T^Wr thr ° Ugh my crime 

ln g). ihe humiliations experienced by the 
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excluded sector puts a fire under low-paid workers. Without the fear 
of slipping into the excluded sector, many of the working poor would 
reject the humiliating conditions of their low-paying jobs for the 
alternative of state support. The existence of the excluded sector 
together with the extremely low level of support available from the 
state (with the humiliation suffered by state clients) guarantees that 
labor-intensive, low-wage jobs (disproportionately in the service sector 
in such jobs as dishwashing, janitorial, domestic labor, and so forth) 
get filled. If the level of state support increased to the level of the 
minimum wage (or to the official poverty level) and the treatment 
accorded to all those that choose not to work were improved, prof¬ 
itability (especially in service sector industries) would be radically 
undermined. Therefore, state policy operates to ensure that the 
excluded sector continues to exist. 

The welfare system in a capitalist society such as the United 
States is oriented to ensuring a labor force that is motivated to, and 
is able to, sell its labor power to capital when capital needs labor 
under conditions that capital finds profitable. This means that welfare 
payments must be kept significantly below the lowest wages offered 
by capitalists (the minimum wage) as well as significantly below the 
level necessary for a minimal but adequate standard of living (the 
poverty level). This ensures that there is great pressure on all those 
state-supported programs to actively seek work, no matter how 
menial, degrading, or low paid (see Piven and Clovard 1971). 

The treatment of those on welfare (especially in times of labor 
shortage) of necessity must be so punitive and degraded as to instill 
in the working class a fear of the fate that awaits them if they 
should relax and be tempted to resort to relief rather than low-paid 
menial labor. It is structurally necessary to degrade even those who 
are physically incapable of becoming workers (e.g., the disabled, aged, 
insane) so as to emphasize the boundary between those who offer 
their labor power and those who do not. 

The level of state welfare tends to vary as a function of the 
demand for cheap labor and political instability. In general, the 
greater the demand by capital for cheap labor, the less generous is 
public welfare, this in order to put maximum pressure on potential 
workers to offer to sell their labor power when it is needed the most. 
For example, the lack of demand for labor in the 1930s was a major 
factor in the expansion of welfare at that time, while the relative 
labor shortage of the 1940s and 1950s was responsible for its contrac¬ 
tion, Generally, the more political unrest and the stronger the political 
movements of the poor, the more generous the welfare system (this 
in order to co-opt and contain their movements). Thus, in times of 
political stability welfare tends to contract, and in times of massive 
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unemployment, to expand. In the 1930s and the 1960s in the United 
States, when there were significant movements among the poor, the 
U.S. welfare system expanded, while in the politically stable 1950s 
and 1970s. when this was no longer the case, it contracted (Piven 
and Clovard 1971). 

Welfare tends to expand during times of massive unemployment 
in order to ensure that the reserve labor force maintains itself in a 
reasonably healthy condition (at state expense) without suffering 
from large-scale starvation or epidemic diseases until such time as 
labor demand picks up, and when it does, sufficient workers will be 
available to offer their labor power for sale. Once labor demand is up, 
every effort tends to be made to get potential workers off state 
programs so as to provide the necessary cheap labor as well as to put 
pressure on the employed so as to keep wages down and productivity 
and profits up. 

The granting of relief varies by region within the United States 
as well as according to season and phase of the economic cycle in 
correspondence to the needs of capital for a labor force. Traditionally 
in the U.S. South it was virtually impossible for blacks to get on 
welfare during the cotton season (so as to force them into the fields 
at the very low prevailing rates of pay), but very easy for them to get 
on during the off-season (so as to give them an incentive not to 
migrate out of the area, thus ensuring the continuing presence of a 
cheap labor force). 


COMPARISONS AMONG THE ADVANCED CAPITALIST 
COUNTRIES 


Comparisons among the major advanced capitalist countries for 
which there are comparable data indicate that in general their class 
structure varies rather little, and that in particular the class struc¬ 
ture of the United States is quite typical. The independent (or old) 
pett> bourgeoisie is smaller in the United States than in any of the 
other comparison countries except Sweden. The U.S. figure of 10.9 
percent compares with the average of the other seven of 14.2 percent 
to e empoved male population). This difference is almost entirely 

?h* rfcJJS cf* Sn ?o al i number of ‘"dependent family farmers left in 
mnntr \ ^ percent—lower than in any of the comparison 

ntW ! wh!ch contrasts with the average of 5.2 percent for the 
Japan Wlth 7 ( ° Percent and France with 7.7 percent have the 
SESJT"T-ff °l family farmers raining. There is no great 
self emntnvMi er tbe P ercenta S e of self-employed professionals or 
and the bus ! ness Pf’P' 6 and artisans between the United States 
other advanced countries. In fact, only Japan with 12.4 
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percent of its employed population who are self-employed business 
people or artisans, and perhaps Sweden, where only 0.8 percent of 
people are categorized as self-employed professionals, appear to be 
significantly out of line from the overall averages (see Table 3.9). 

There is no significant difference between the percentage that 
are salaried professionals in the United States (13.6 percent) and the 
average for the other advanced countries (12.6 percent), although 
there is considerable variation among the advanced capitalist coun¬ 
tries (from 21.5 percent in Sweden to 5.6 percent for Japan). The 
disparity in salaried professionals would appear in good part to reflect 
the differential role of the state in education, research, the military, 
and so forth among the advanced countries. 

There does appear to be a considerable difference between the 
United States and the rest of advanced capitalist countries, however, 
in the percentage of employed administrators and managers. In the 
United States it was 11.6 percent while elsewhere it averaged 5.0 
percent. It can be noted that the countries with the highest proportion 
of their employed male population categorized as managers tend to 
have the smallest categorized as clerical employees. In fact, the total 
of managerial plus clerical employees in the United States was 17.8 
percent as compared to 14.9 percent for the other countries. This 
indicates that the apparent difference in percentage categorized as 
“managerial” employees among the advanced countries in good part 
reflects a difference in drawing the line between "managerial” and 
“clerical" employees within private enterprises and the state as weil 
as differences in the relative importance of administration and 
management. It would seem that the first effect is the greatest and 
thus that there is probably only a slight real tendency for managers/ 
administrators to be more important in the United States than else¬ 
where. 

The tendency for the United States to categorize a higher propor¬ 
tion of managerial-clerical employees as managers and administrators 
seems to primarily account for the size of the middle class in the 
United States (36.1 percent) appearing larger than the average for the 
other seven countries (31.5 percent). If the total of all the self- 
employed and the employed professionals is added to the total of 
managerial-clerical employees the total is 41.6 percent for the United 
States and 41.7 percent for the other seven countries. If the number 
of employed managers and administrators is deducted from the 
reported figures for the total middle class, the figure for the United 
States is 24.5 percent and that for the others is 26.5 percent. Both 
comparisons are extremely close, indicating that in fact the true size 
of the middle class in the United States is virtually identical to the 
average of the other advanced countries (as well as the fact that the 






TAB LE 3.9: The Class Structure of the Advanced Capitalist Countries, ca. 1979 
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size of the middle class in the advanced capitalist countries varies 
but little). However, even if the proportion of all managerial-clerical 
employees who are managers is the same in the United States as 
elsewhere (and thus the size of the total middle class is virtually 
identical) there are still significantly more managerial-administrative 
employees in the United States than elsewhere (about three percent¬ 
age points greater in the United States). Apparently the managerial- 
administrative stratum is somewhat more important than the average 
in the United States than it is in other countries because of such 
factors as the greater role of the military and the location of so many 
financial corporate headquarters in the United States as well as a 
higher level of development of private-sector management than 
elsewhere. 

If the relative size of the middle and working class are adjusted, 
assuming a constant managerial/clerical employer ratio, the working 
class (as well as the middle class) in both the United States and in 
the other countries is the same relative size (64 percent if U.S. 
standards are used, approximately 69 percent if the standards of the 
other countries are used). There is an even greater similarity in the 
internal structure of the working class than in the middle class. 
While a total of 52.7 of employed males in the United States were 
blue-collar workers, the average for the other seven countries was 
51.9 percent (the range here is from 56.0 percent for West Germany 
to 44.3 percent for Japan). In the United States 42.9 percent of the 
employed males were production workers, while on average 43.7 
percent were in the other countries (the range here is from 47,3 
percent in West Germany to 38.3 percent in Japan). The proportion of 
service workers is somewhat higher in the United States (8.2 percent) 
than elsewhere (5.7 percent), apparently indicating the greater 
development of the service sector in the United States, 

In general, both the overall homogeneity of the class structure 
among the advanced capitalist countries, and the representativeness 
of the class structure of the United States is most striking and 
indicates that the logic of capitalism tends to overwhelm all other 
forces (including tradition, differential requirements of legitimation, 
different types of political coalitions, and formal political institutions) 
to produce essentially the same results everywhere. The minor differ¬ 
ences between the United States and the rest, i.e., the higher pro¬ 
portion of managers in the United States, the lower proportion of 
farmers, and the higher proportion of service workers, seems primar¬ 
ily to indicate the slightly more advanced development of capitalism 
in the United States than elsewhere, It is to be expected that the 
class structures of the other advanced countries will tend to converge 
on that of the United States, i.e., that their proportion of farmers will 
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decline, white their proportion of service employees as well as the 
proportion of managerial and administrative employees will grow. 

The income distributions among the advanced capitalist countries 
do not differ greatly except in the share going to the bottom income 
fifth The United States is somewhat above the average in the share 
going to the highest income fifth (44.8 percent versus 42.9 percent) 
and is lowest in the income going to the bottom income fifth (3.8 
percent as compared to the average of 5.7 percent). These facts 
combined means that the ratio between the lowest and highest in¬ 
come fifths is greater in the United States (11.8) than in any advanced 
capitalist country, while Japan (5.6) is the most equalitarian (see 
Table 3.10). 

The somewhat higher than average proportion of total income 
going to the top 20 percent in the United States is probably in part a 
combination of the relatively lesser incentive to disguise real income 
in the higher income fifth (because of lower tax rates in the United 
States than apply in most other advanced capitalist countries), and 
the greater role of private sector employment of managers and profes¬ 
sionals than elsewhere (where the state with its more equalitarian 
salaries plays a stronger role). The fairly sharp difference in the 
income share going to the lowest income fifth between the United 
States and most of the other advanced capitalist countries would 
seem to indicate both the relatively undeveloped system of public 
benefit programs for the poor in the United States as compared to 

TABLE 3.10: Quintile Share Distribution of Total Pretax 
Income for Selected Countries and Years, 
1966-73 


Ratio of 


Country and Year 

i-owesr Second Middle 
Fifth Filth Fifth 

Fourth Highest Highest to 
Fifth Fifth Lowest Fifth 

Australia, 1966-67 

6.6 

13.5 

17,8 

23.4 

38,8 

5.9 

Canada, 1969 

4.3 

10,9 

17.3 

24.2 

43,3 

10.1 

France, 1970 

4.3 

9,9 

15.8 

23.0 

47,0 

10.9 

West Germany, 1973 

5.9 

10.1 

15,1 

22.1 

46.8 

7,9 

Japan,1969 

7.6 

12.6 

16.3 

21.0 

42.5 

5.6 

Netherlands, 1967 

5,9 

10,9 

15.8 

21.6 

45.8 

7.8 

Norway, 1970 

4.9 

11,6 

18,0 

24.6 

40.9 

8,3 

Sweden, 1972 

6.0 

11.4 

17,4 

24.3 

40.5 

6.8 

United Kingdom, 1973 

5.4 

12.0 

18,1 

24,2 

40.3 

7.5 

United States, 1972 

3.8 

10.0 

16,8 

24,5 

44.8 

11,8 

Average 

5.7 

11.4 

16.8 

23.2 

42.9 

7.8 


Source: Sawyer 1976, p. 14 . 
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most of the rest of the advanced capitalist countries, and the fact 
that until the mid-1970s the prevailing unemployment rate in the 
United States was much higher than that of the other advanced 
countries. The higher unemployment rate of the United States re¬ 
sulted in both low incomes for a higher proportion of the lowest 
income quintile (the unemployed or partially employed) and a gener¬ 
ally greater downward pressure on wages manifested in an above- 
average size low-wage sector. 

The comparative figures on income distribution support those on 
the relative size of different classes (and sections of classes). With 
minor variations, the logic of capital accumulation in the advanced 
countries generates a similar income distribution as well as a similar 
class structure. Again, this logic, for the most part, appears to over¬ 
whelm variations in traditions, the power of various coalitions, 
differences in need for legitimation, and so on. Thus, the class struc¬ 
ture of the United States can be treated as illustrative of that of all 
the advanced capitalist countries. Analyses drawn on the basis of 
that structure, can, thus, for the most part be generalized to all 
advanced capitalist social formations. 

In capitalist economies the higher income of those in managerial 
and professional class positions in comparison with the working class 
is ideologically necessary to demonstrate the superiority of those in 
these positions vis-a-vis the laboring class (while at the same time 
their significantly lower income in comparison with the owning class 
“demonstrates” their inferiority vis-a-vis this latter class). Higher 
status as well as higher income is an outward sign of the legitimacy 
of their greater economic power. Both are “proof" of their greater 
contribution and superior abilities and, as such, both facilitate their 
ability to successfully secure respect from and command the laboring 
class. It is not necessary to offer “semiautonomous employees," 
independent professionals, or even supervisory personnel an income 
higher than workers receive to get them to perform their jobs, since 
the inherent rewards of such labor in comparison to the hard, boring 
labor and the degradation associated with laboring class jobs is 
generally sufficient (although higher pay might well be a secondary 
factor in many cases, especially in initial recruitment of people from 
the working class for semiprofessional positions or to motivate super¬ 
visory personnel to greater efficiency). The superior skill, income, 
and status of middle-class positions vis-a-vis working-class positions 
within a class society is the outcome of the logic of the class struc¬ 
ture, just as, in a different way, is the superior income and status of 
the owning class. 

The very high incomes of the capitalist class are almost entirely 
a result of their ownership/control of the means of production. It is 
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derivative from the “surplus value" obtained through their ability to 
pay those whose labor power they hire (directly or indirectly) less 
than the value of what they produce, i.e., it is a result of exploitation 
guaranteed by the competitive pressure among capitalist enterprises 
that are forced under threat of bankruptcy to expand sales, reduce 
costs, and maximize funds for reinvestment. The high status asso¬ 
ciated with capitalist ciass positions is partially a result of the great 
prestige associated with their economic power (and hence ability to 
determine events) and in part cultivated in order to legitimate their 
power. 


SOCIAL CLASS FORMATION 

Those in the same class positions tend to have similar degrees of 
skill, incomes, and social status because each of these are conditions 
of, or are derivative from, similar class positions. Noncraft working 
class positions are the least skilled, require the least training, receive 
the least income, and have the lowest status (are the most degraded), 
Propertied class positions, although they do not necessarily require 
much skill (they are most typically inherited), are typically associated 
with high levels of formal education. They have both the highest 
incomes and the highest status (because of the power associated with 
these positions). Salaried middle class positions as well as indepen¬ 
dent professionals and artisans normally have a greater skill (and 
hence training) associated with them than typically do either workers 
or capitalists because efficient performance in such positions requires 
it. 

Those in a similar class position tend to coalesce into the same 
social class. A similar relation to the means of production produces a 
common social psychology, common leisure patterns, and a common 
life-style and culture, a strong tendency to intermarry with other 
members of the same class as well as a common sense of identity as 
a class. Common class position tends to erode traditional differences 
among ethnic groups of diverse peasant origin as well as the impor¬ 
tance of racial," religious, and other cultural differences; and, over 
time, results in a fairly homogeneous social grouping. 

Each of the three basic classes as well as those in the excluded 
sector tend to form into distinct social classes sharing a more or less 
common consciousness and life-style. Those in intermediate positions 
m the class structure tend to be absorbed into one of the two basic 
socia classes to which they are adjacent, rather than form a separate 
socia class of their own. Large and medium capitalists tend to form 
in o a very distinct social class defined by highly exclusive social 
ins itutions (at the heart of which are the exclusive men’s clubs and 
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the Social Register —see Chapter 4). Small capitalists, who are in fact 
intermediate between (the independent sector of) the petty bourgeoisie 
and the capitalist class proper, tend to form into the middle social 
class (whose other members afford them respect, while they are 
snubbed socially by middle and large capitalists). This fact is testified 
to by the fact that the majority (60 percent) of capitalists in the 
United States (the vast majority of whom are, of course, small 
capitalists) predominately identify themselves as "middle class”— 
only 10 percent identify as "upper class” (see Table 3.11). Likewise, 
upwardly mobile top managers who have obtained a significant 
amount of real economic power (and normally considerable material 
wealth as well) are excluded from the social institutions of the 
capitalist class and, thus, socially integrate with the middle class. 
Although they may be in transition from the middle class to the 
capitalist class proper, because they do not have the right ancestry, 
they are socially excluded, no matter how much they might try to 
imitate capitalist class life-styles, 

Semi professionals as intermediate employees tend to be socially 
integrated into (the bottom reaches of) the middle class. Although the 
income of primary and secondary school teachers, most technicians, 
journalists, and so forth is little different from manual workers, their 
status (and self-concept ion) is higher. Thus, although they may 
engage in a bit of “value stretch” and economizing to put on a public 
show (while skimping considerably on less socially visable aspects of 
their lives), they generally strive to middle class practices and values, 
and further, are pretty much accepted by most middle class people as 
peers (if somewhat low-status ones). The middle class identification 
and practices of semiprofessionals are enhanced by the fact that they 
typically have four years of college (or in some cases two), the fact 
that they generally have a fair degree of autonomy on the job, and 


TABLE 3.11: Class Identification, 1977 



Lower 

Working 

Middle 

Upper 

Capitalists 

0% 

30% 

60% 

10% 

Old middle class 

t 

43 

47 

9 

New middle class 

1 

22 

68 

8 

Intermediate Employees 

1 

42 

56 

1 

White-Collar workers 

2 

55 

42 

1 

Blue-Collar workers 

5 

66 

26 

2 

Total 

3 

52 

41 

4 


Source: University of Michigan, Survey Research Center, Genera/ Social Survey 
iAnn Arbor: National Opinion Research Center, 1977). 
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the fact that their labor tends to be relatively unsocialized and little 
affected by mechanization (factors common to the middle class 
proper). In 1977 in the United States 56 percent of intermediate 
employees identified themselves as middle class, as compared to 42 
percent who identified themselves as working class (see Table 3.11). 
Foremen, however, are part of the working social class. They typi¬ 
cally come from working class families, have spent their lives before 
promotion in working class positions, usually have (and see) few 
possibilities of further promotion, have workers as friends, relatives, 
and neighbors, and continue with a fairly affluent but still working 
class life-style. 

White-collar workers, although they tend to be influenced in a 
middle class direction, mostly share a working class culture and 
identification. In 1977, 55 percent of all white-collar workers identified 
as working class (and 42 percent as middle class). This compared 
with 66 percent of blue-collar workers who identified as working 
class and 26 percent who identified as middle class. It is of interest 
to note that a significant proportion of traditional middle class people 
identified as working class (43 percent), indicating that many small 
farmers, artisans, and marginal business people from working class 
or small farmer backgrounds who live in working class social environ¬ 
ments are not socially integrated into the middle class proper. The 
class identification of this group contrasts sharply with that of the 
new' middle class, where 68 percent identify as middle class (see 
Table 3.11). The processes of class formation that affect the three 
basic classes are examined extensively in the next four chapters. 

The fact that those in the excluded sector do not produce any¬ 
thing of use for society, instead existing in an atmosphere of mutual 
suspicion, competition, and hustling, produces a social psychology of 
individualism, egoism, ruthlessness, and lack of sympathy for others. 
A distinctive lumpen social psychology and culture tends to develop 
that is very different from that of the working class (including the 
working poor). They do not feel the social pressures toward compli¬ 
ance with the prevailing norms and standards of respectable working 
class life. Personal relations, especially those in families, tend to be 
strained. Fighting, drinking, neglect of children, and functional 
illiteracy are common. Sexual relations tend to be casual and loose 
with consensual unions rather than legal marriage common. A woman 
tends to have a number of children by different men (for whom she 
assumes primary responsibility). Family life is more female centered, 
with men more marginal (this is reinforced by the welfare system 
that normally grants welfare only to women not living with men). 
Attitudes are characterized by fear, suspicion, and apathy as well as 
inferiority, fatalism, and cynicism. The politics of this group are 
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highly unstable. One minute they may participate in a riot against 
state authority, and the next they might serve as informers or thugs 
to break up a union meeting or political demonstration. 

It is clear that whether we are examining capitalists, the working 
class, the middle class, or the excluded sector, class structure is the 
basis for the formation of social classes. Common class position 
results in common attitudes and values, common life-styles and inter¬ 
marriage patterns, and in common class identification. 






4 


The Capitalist Class 


This chapter examines the economically and socially dominant 
class in U.S. society, the capitalist class. Its historical development 
out of preexisting classes is treated, as is its consolidation as a 
distinctive social class in the last years of the nineteenth century. 
The various subcategories of the capitalist class are examined with 
emphasis on the predominant role of its monopoly (especially its 
financial) core. The economic basis of all sectors of the monopoly 
capitalist class is the giant corporations and financial institutions 
that dominate the world capitalist economy. The ties of the leading 
wealthy individuals and families to these institutions are examined 
closely. The role of the leading hired executives of the giant corpora¬ 
tions is analyzed, and it is found that they, for the most part, can not 
be considered to be part of the core monopoly capitalist class; al¬ 
though many of them, because of either the partial discretion they 
obtain due to fairly diversified stock ownership or stockowners hip in 
t eir own right must be considered part of the capitalist class. Last, 
the various social institutions that shape and give coherence to the 
monopoly and middle levels of the capitalist class are examined in 
detail, it is found that the capitalist class is by far the most cohesive 
and conscious of itself as a class of all classes in the United States. 


THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE CAPITALIST CLASS 

T he capitalist class (as with all contemporary social classes) has 

J nd r S C °" Cinually transformed, by the logic of the 
■ m e of production of which it is a manifestation. Histor- 
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ically, the capitalist class had a tripartite origin in: the old commercial 
bourgeoisie of merchants, moneylenders, and shipowners that dom¬ 
inated commerce during the precapitalist period; the precapitalist 
landlords in Europe and slave lords in America; and the small arti¬ 
sans and petty-bourgeois businessmen of both Europe and America. 
In the eighteenth century these groups were distinct both economical¬ 
ly and socially; however, over the course of the nineteenth century 
old merchant wealth merged with landed fortunes and the rising 
sector of the old petty bourgeoisie to form a single economic and 
social class. 

1 he early factories (which were heavily concentrated in textiles) 
tended to grow up either from an expansion of the workshops of 
artisans or from a centralization of the operations of small merchants 
who had formerly made their money in the putting-out system (they 
bought raw materials which they distributed to peasant households 
for transformation into finished products). The expansion and/or 
centralization of textile production (as welt as metalworking and 
mining) was typically financed by the wealthy merchant class. Such 
financing was necessary because of the inadequate funds of the 
smaller merchants and artisans who generally initiated the new 
forms of business organization. 

The fortunes of the rich merchants who financed much of early 
industrialization were often made in the overseas trade in slaves, 
rum, metal goods, and so forth. Once the industrial capitalist system 
got off the ground and proved its superior productivity and profitabil¬ 
ity, the older classes of landlords (who had previously existed on 
rents from tenants) and slave lords were undermined. They too came 
to invest their wealth in the expanding productive enterprises that 
employed wage labor. 

1 he origins of the modern U.S. capitalist class are to be found in 
the period between the Civil War and the turn of the nineteenth 
century—the period of the transformation from competitive to mono¬ 
poly capital. It was during this period that large trusts were first 
formed on a wide scale in order to set prices, share out markets, and 
control labor and the prices of raw materials. In the early period of 
capitalism there were hundreds or thousands of separately owned 
enterprises producing a given commodity. This was far too many for 
any one enterprise to have any control over the prices charged for 
their goods, or to have any systematic relation with other similar 
enterprises, except through the uninhibited competition of the mar¬ 
ket. By the early twentieth century competitive struggle among such 
small enterprises reduced their number in virtually every industrial 
sector to a relative handful of the most ruthless competitors and 
efficient producers. 
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Ancillary to the processes of competition, bankruptcy, and mer¬ 
ger, which resulted in fewer but ever bigger businesses, were the 
revolutionary technological progress of industrial production and the 
expanding scale of marketing. These two factors were putting the 
initial investment required to open an industrial enterprise beyond 
the reach of any but the very richest individuals. Ever greater funds 
became necessary for investment, which meant that virtually anyone 
wishing to open an enterprise had to secure funding from finance 
capital for at least assistance in floating stock). 

In this environment the modern corporate form was developed, 
the most distinctive legal feature of which was limited liability. The 
corporation came to be treated as a legal entity that could sue, be 
sued, and otherwise have a legal identity independent of its owners, 
owners who were legally libel for the actions of such corporations 
only up to the value of the stock they held. The initiators of a given 
corporation were thus able to mobilize large sums of money from 
those who were willing to buy shares, but did not want to assume 
liability or responsibility. A few large stockholders could thus dom¬ 
inate a corporation on the basis of a rather small amount of stock. 
The formation of the corporations brought great personal fortunes to 
their founders. While in 1861 there were only three millionaires in 
the United States, by 1897 there were 3,800 (Baltzell 1958, p. 18). 

It was typically the financial capitalists (whose money originated 
either in commerce, e.g., J.P. Morgan, or in the monopolization of a 
given commodity from the inside, e.g., John D. Rockefeller) who were 
in a position to mobilize smaller masses of wealth to establish the 
corporations. A financial capitalist, such as Morgan, would buy up a 
large number of smaller competitive enterprises (such as steel mills 
or railroads), create a monopoly, and raise the price of the goods 
produced or service provided to the public, thereby greatly increasing 
profitability (people had little or no choice but to purchase the new 
monopoly corporation’s product at the new monopoly price). The 
financiers would then sell stock in the new corporation based on its 
new monopoly position {the aggregate value of which was set on the 
tu' 1 ^ ltS t0 profits, which was considerably more 

** e j' ,VOrt u P h >' sical equipment and resources initially 

purchased, or the amount the financial capitalists had recently paid 

n!imi! Pre ) IOUS separate owners). Through such processes large 
that rS t ° cor P° ranons ’ including most of the major corporations 
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The founders of the modern corporations, those like the 
Rockefellers who rose up from the ranks of small business and those 
like the Vanderbilts and Morgans who transformed themselves from 
commercial merchants into productive capitalists and financiers, 
tended to manage their early enterprises themselves and thus to 
direct their operations (although the financial capitalists such as 
Morgan generally merely managed the banks, not the productive 
enterprisess they established). However, over the twentieth century, 
as the heirs of the great founding fathers took over the family 
fortunes, the operational control and management of the monopoly 
corporations has mostly been put into the hands of professional 
highly trained and skilled managers (whose social origins are pre¬ 
dominantly in the petty bourgeoisie). As the technical problems of 
modern corporations have increased, and because there is no reason 
to expect that the children of the founders would be the most able to 
handle them, managerial functions have mostly devolved to experts. 
Those wealthy families who are able to hire the best managerial 
talent are in the position to make the highest profits on their invest¬ 
ments. The role of the founding and owning families then, has 
increasingly been limited to hiring and firing management, and in 
varying degree, through participation on the boards of directors and 
voting their stock to control only the most basic corporate decisions. 
The course of the twentieth century has seen the decline of entre¬ 
preneurs or self-made millionaires, the rise of managers, and a 
consolidation of the position of the banks (who have become increas- 
ingly powerful as the still extremely wealthy founding families' 
economic power is diffused). 


THE SPECIFICATION OF THE CAPITALIST CLASS 

The capitalist class is composed of all those who have real 
economic ownership of the means of production (or power over what 
is produced) in capitalist society. Capitalists control the labor power 
of wage laborers, allocating it to various tasks and disposing of their 
workers' product as they wish. Their income comes predominantly 
from hiring the labor power of others. Real economic ownership 
implies that capitalists may either themselves exercise operational 
control (control over how production is carried out) or assign it to 
others, subject to compliance with the production goals of the capital¬ 
ists. While being a capitalist implies that one has sufficient security 
in one’s position not to be displaced by others as a result of following 
one or another policy (short of bankruptcy or long-term abuse of 
position), it does not necessarily imply the ability to transfer property 
to others (through inheritance, sale, or gift). 
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We might categorize five types of capitalists: first, those who 
have legal title to the means of production and themselves administer 
the means of production, thus exercising both real economic owner¬ 
ship and day-to-day operational control: second, those who have both 
legal title and real economic power, but hire others to manage their 
enterprises (i.e„ do not exercise operational control), stepping in only 
when there is trouble or when they have fundamental disagreements 
with management: third, those who have partial legal title but 
because of wide distribution of their stocks are unable to exercise 
real economic ownership over any particular enterprise, and thus 
content themselves with receiving income from stocks and allocating 
capital through buying and selling stocks (these capitalists are a 
leisure class with legal rights to their income which influences major 
corporate decisions because of their power in the stock market); 
fourth, top executives (the highest level managers of mega corpora¬ 
tions) who do not have legal title and, thus, can neither pass on title 
to their heirs or sell their positions to others, but nevertheless, 
because of a wide dispersion of stock ownership, have a significant 
degree of discretion (j.e., relative autonomy), and hence partial real 
economic ownership; and fifth, state capitalists who are in the top 
administrative positions of state*owned enterprises and have suffi¬ 
cient security in their positions not to be displaced from their general 
position because of public disagreement with their policies (although 
t e> ma\ perhaps be transferred from one enterprise to another), and 

w o thus essentially have real economic ownership of such enter¬ 
prises. 
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certain historical conjunction in the transition from peasant society 
to capitalism. But they gradually become disassociated in the latter 
phase of the development of capitalism, a period when private owner¬ 
ship and control of the means of production tends to produce an 
increasing antagonism between the two functions (with the exploita¬ 
tive tending to predominate over the productive function). 

The income of the capitalist class comes primarily from hiring 
the labor power of others, rather than from their own labor. The 
capitalist class can, thus, be categorized according to the extensive¬ 
ness of its control over the labor power of others (or the size of its 
wealth). The monopoly sector (or fraction) of the capitalist class is 
those who have power to significantly influence the economy of the 
country as a whole (and perhaps beyond) through controlling the 
major corporations and financial institutions (and buying and selling 
very large quantities of stocks and bonds). A rough guideline in the 
United States for distinguishing this sector from the rest might be 
those extended families that had an aggregate net worth of at least 
$100 million in 1982 (see Hill 1975, p, 5). The monopoly capitalist 
class in the United States consists of a few thousand families (the 
most prominent of which include the Rockefellers. Mellons, Fords, 
and DuPonts). 

Below the monopoly capitalist sector of the capitalist class is the 
nonmonopoly middle sector, those who have considerable economic 
power but are not in a position to significantly influence the entire 
economy. These capitalists are either: in control of relatively small, 
but nevertheless, substantial, competitive sector enterprises: in 
control of enterprises that are not national in scope, but do have 
substantial control or influence over the economy in their region: or 
have a substantial, but not controlling, interest in monopoly corpora¬ 
tions. The wealth of such capitalists could roughly be considered to 
be between a few million and 100 million dollars in 1982. Its size can 
be measured in the tens of thousands of families. 

The nonmonopoly middle sector of the capitalist class (as well as 
the small capitalists) is being preserved and reproduced within 
monopoly capitalist society because of its vital role in the overall 
capital accumulation process. The monopoly megacorporations have 
largely appropriated the high profit, relatively low risk, and capital- 
intensive sectors of the economy, leaving a number of niches for 
smaller capitalists (from whom they can profit indirectly). The niches 
that continue to be occupied (although not exclusively) by competitive 
capital include the sectors of limited profitability (e.g., large farms, 
many retail stores, garment factories); sectors that pioneer in new 
types of production or lead in technological innovations and are, 
thus, normally high risk (such enterprises tend to be bought up by 
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the monopoly corporations, or in a few cases join them, once they 
have demonstrated the viability of their innovations): and sectors 
that are especially labor intensive and involve relatively high risk 
because of fluctuations in markets (e.g., large fruit and vegetable 
farms, clothing manufacturers, construction firms). 

There are also social and political reasons why this middle sector 
is tolerated by the monopoly corporations (effective through state 
actions favoring smaller business, e.g., subsidies, loans, contracts 
and so forth). It serves as a buffer between it and the working class 
and petty bourgeoisie. The monopoly sector is able to mobilize tens of 
thousands of smaller capitalists all around the country (who typicallv 
have considerable political influence on the local level) in support of 
the monopoly capitalist system. The existence of a middle and lower 
stratra of the capitalist class acts to defuse antimonopoly sentiments 
because it holds out hope to both the smaller capitalists and the petty 
bourgeoisie (the hope that they can be upwardly mobile into and in 
the capitalist class) as well as preventing the development of the 
considerable hostility that would result if the monopolies adopted a 
policy of driving the smaller capitalists out of business. (The exis- 

mdef ? nden , t bourgeoisie plays a similar role in 
relation to the working class-see Poulantzas 1974, pt 2 chap 1 ) 
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Included here are the owners of small workshops, medium size stores, 
large farms, and so forth. 

Both the small business and intermediate competitive sectors of 
the capitalist class are likely to pay their workers less than do 
monopoly capitalists as well as to provide them with less comfortable 
and secure work situations. Unlike the monopolies, these businesses 
do not have the ability to pass high wages or taxes on to consumers 
by informally fixing prices. When a wage increase is granted or a 
new tax imposed, prices of goods produced by a monopoly corporation 
are generally raised by a comparable amount. Such raises are not 
possible for a competitive enterprise that finds its prices in the 
market (and thus has no significant control over them). These sectors, 
then, tend to resist reforms and concessions to the working class 
more than does the monopoly sector. 

The question of the separation between legal title and real 
economic ownership, and between ownership and operational control, 
is most relevant in the monopoly capitalist sector. Most enterprises 
in the competitive sector (and those of regional significance) tend to 
be controlled by their legal owners (an individual or coalition) and 
often managed by them as well. This is even more true of the small 
capitalists who typically manage their own property (if only because 
they are not wealthy enough to hire someone else to do it for them). 

The capitalist class can also be categorized according to its 
various industrial functions. The basic divisions here being among: 
productive capitalists, who control factories, mines, transportation, 
communications, and large-scale agricultural enterprises; commercial 
capitalists, who control the means of distribution, of buying and 
selling commodities produced by the productive capitalists; and finan¬ 
cial capitalists, who control the banks and insurance companies, 
which finance both productive and commercial enterprises. Although 
there is a basic identity of interest between these three sectors (since 
all exploit labor power), there are secondary antagonisms based on 
differences over the share of the product going to each sector, e.g., 
between the productive and commercial capitalists and the financial 
capitalists over the rate of interest and debt, and between the 
productive capitalists and the commercial capitalists over wholesale 
prices (e.g., monopoly producers will attempt to squeeze competitive 
distributors, while a monopoly distributor will attempt to squeeze 
competitive producers such as small farmers). There are also secon¬ 
dary antagonisms within the productive sector, e.g., between those 
that produce goods and those that transport them; between those 
that produce goods and those that produce power or handle com¬ 
munications, among those who produce commodities such as steel 
and those that produce such commodities as coal and iron ore on the 
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one side and machine tools or automobiles on the other, and so on 
Such antagonisms are rooted in the relative prices (and hence share 
in profits) accruing to one or another faction of the capitalist class. 
And last, within identical economic sectors, e,g., steel, auto, rubber 
and so forth, there are, of course, significant antagonisms among the 
different enterprises based on competition over market shares (which 
usually in the monopoly sector does not take primarily the price 
form). 

In all capitalist countries other than the leading one (or perhaps 
handful) the capitalist class can also be divided according to its 
relation sip to the corporations and financial institutions of the leading 
imperialist state(s)—in Europe in the post-World War II world largely 
t .S capital, in the rest of the capitalist world since the 1960s to U.S 
Japanese. West German, French, and British capital. National, coni' 
parador, and interna! bourgeoisie can be distinguished. The national 
bourgeoisie is that fraction of capital (monopoly, competitive middle 
sector or small intermediate sector) that is in direct competition 
with foreign-owned enterprises and companies and banks, and then 
has an interest in the exclusion of such foreign operations from the 
erritory of the local state. The national bourgeoisie tends to be 
concentrated in the competitive and middle and small capital sectors 
as well as to be productive capitalists (rather than merchants). The 
compandor bourgeoisie m contrast, owes its existence (and hence its 

Sf *r ns t0 L he Presence 0f foreign capitaI -thin a count”, ft 
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itself, the internal bourgeoisie, understanding that its profit position 
is based on integration with foreign corporations thus fundamentally 
defends the foreign presence. This sector tends to be located among 
the larger enterprises in the productive sector, e.g„ manufacturing, 
mineral and petroleum production (see Poulantzas 1974, pt. 1, chap. 
2 ). 

THE ECONOMIC BASIS OF THE U.S. CAPITALIST CLASS 

The wealth of the monopoly capitalist class is, of course, rooted 
in their ownership rights and other claims to income in as well as 
their control over the monopoly corporations that dominate the 
capitalist world’s economy (see Chapter 3). The largest of these 
corporations in 1980 had assets in the $50 billion to $100 billion 
range, greater than the GNPs of all but a handful of the richest 
countries of the world (see Table 4.1 and 4.2). 

In 1980 there were approximately 600,000 millionaires in the 
United States. This represented about 1 percent of the families and 
0.6 percent of the labor force with income in that year (Money. 
January 1981, p. 36). In 1977 the National Opinion Research Center 
Social Survey found that 1.8 percent of economically active males 
and females reported themselves as self-employed and supervising 
someone who supervised someone else. Given these figures, we would 
probably not be to far off to estimate the number of capitalists in the 
United States at approximately 1 to 2 percent of the population—let 
us, being liberal, assume the 2 percent figure, i.e., that in 1980 there 
were about 1 million individual capitalists in the United States. 

In 1982 Forbes magazine estimated that there were 13 billionaires 
in the U.S. (see Table 4.3). The two richest individuals in the United 
States in 1982 were Daniel Keith Ludwig and Perry Richardsen Bass, 
both of whose fortunes exceeded $2 billion. The two richest individual 
fortunes in recent years have been those of J. Paul Getty and Howard 
Hughes (both of whom died in the 1970s), which in 1967 were 
evaluated by Fortune magazine at roughly $3 billion each (in 1982 
dollars). Fortune has estimated that there have been about 46 indi¬ 
vidual fortunes in the United States between 1967 and 1978 whose 
worth exceeded $500 million. Many of these are third or later 
generation multimillionaires belonging to the richest families in the 
United States (whose founders’ original fortunes are now dispersed 
among many descents). According to Fortune , these include six 
Rockefellers, four Mellons, and a DuPont (see Table 4.3). 

George Lundberg estimated that in 1964 the DuPont family 
fortune as a whole (including all descendents of the founders of the 
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TABLE 4.1: Twenty Leading Industrial Corporations in the 
United States, 1980 


Rank 


Company 


Rate of 


1 Exxon 

2 Mobil 

3 General Motors 

4 Texaco 

5 Standard Oil of 
California 

6 Ford Motor 

7 Gulf Off 

8 International Business 
Machines 

9 Standard Oil Indiana ' 

10 General Electric 

11 Atlantic Richfield 

12 Shell Oil 

13 ITT. 

14 Conoco 

15 ETduPontde 
Nemours 

16 Phillips Petroleum 

17 Tenneco 
16 Sun 

19 U.S. Steel 

20 Occidental Petroleum 
Total 

Top 500 


Sales 

(millions) 

Assefs 

(millions) 

Employees 

Profit* 

$103,143 

$ 56,577 

176,615 

22.2% 

59,510 

32,705 

212,800 

25,0 

57,728 

34.581 

746,000 

_b 

51,196 

26,430 

66,745 

21.1 

40,479 

22,162 

40,218 

21,7 

37,086 

24,348 

426,700 

_6 

26,483 

18.638 

58,900 

14.6 

26,213 

26,703 

341,279 

21.6 

26,133 

20,167 

56,401 

20.4 

24.959 

18,511 

402,000 

18,5 

23,744 

16.605 

53,400 

22.2 

19,830 

17,615 

36,596 

19.0 

18,530 

15,417 

348,000 

14.3 

18,325 

11.036 

41,503 

22.4 

13,652 

9,560 

135,900 

12.6 

13,377 

9,844 

32,400 

21.7 

13,226 

13.853 

106,000 

17.4 

12,945 

10,955 

48,806 

16.8 

12,492 

11,748 

149,172 

9.5 

12,476 

6,630 

34,700 

34.6 

SI,650,263 $1,175,471 15,909.985 

_b 

$119,978 

86,871 

1,702,416 

b 


-.w-i*..,, V " equity. 

Data not available. 

S0UrC9S: For1Une ■ Ma * 4 -1»1- PP 324. 342, June 15. 1981. pp. 216-17. 

k “;nrs s,4 

following tallies D ™ "iS.'' 0 " "1, 1980 d ° llare >’ including ihe 

McCoJck-Deering Re > r "<» d »- Milbanta. 

man, Duke. Firestone Pit^i ' ,,. h tn j'’’ Houghton, Waggoner, Leh- 

Guggenheim Straus anH F, sh* 1 ' ey f^ auser ’ Post-Hutton, Harriman, 
ss rneim Straus, and Fisher (see Menshikov 1969 , p. 52 ). 
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TABLE 4.2: Twenty Leading Financial Institutions 

Rank Company Assets Employees 

(millions) 


1 

Citicorp 

$114,920 

53*700 

2 

Bank America Corp. 

111,617 

83,713 

3 

Chase Manhattan Bank 

76,100 

33,450 

4 

Prudential Life 

59,778 

62,453 

5 

Federal National Mortgage Assn. 

58,470 

1,142 

6 

Manufacturers Hanover Corp. 

55,522 

24,993 

7 

J.P, Morgan and Co. 

51,991 

11,325 

8 

Metropolitan Life 

48,310 

48,000 

9 

Continental Illinois Corp. 

42,089 

12*257 

10 

Chemical New York Corp. 

41,342 

18,223 

11 

Aetna Life and Casualty 

35,753 

39,100 

12 

Equitable Life Assurance 

34,600 

26,160 

13 

Banker’s Trust New York Corp, 

32,326 

11,827 

14 

Western Bancorp 

32,110 

30,085 

15 

First Chicago 

28,699 

10*602 

16 

Security Pacific 

27,794 

25,069 

17 

Wells Fargo and Co. 

23,638 

17,460 

18 

Aetna Life 

22,271 

17,399 

19 

Travelers Corp. 

21,637 

29,339 

20 New York Life 

Total 

50 largest commercial 

19,725 

19*623 


banking companies 

50 largest life 

$970,969 

568,748 


insurance companies 

50 largest diversified 

$370,899 

429,131 


financial companies 

$364,748 

612,417 


Source: Fortune, July 13. 1981. pp. 116-21. 

The very wealthiest families have been able not only to preserve 
their inherited fortunes but to increase their wealth significantly in 
spite of the various "redistributive measures" of the “welfare state.” 
It is also of interest to note that about half of the wealthiest families 
are new wealthy who amassed their wealth mostly in the post-1930 
period {54 of the 90 richest families) (Menshikov 1969, p. 54). But this 
is true of very few of the very richest families {who accumulated 
their wealth in the post-Civil War generation, and in some cases 
before). Some large fortunes were made during World War II and the 
economic boom that followed it in good part through military and 
construction contracts with the government as well as in petroleum. 
But for the most part, the newer wealthy, such as Howard Hughes, 
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TABLE 4.3: U.S. Billionaires, 1982 


Individual 

VIIHI, ' w — — 

Primary Source of Fortune 

Amount 

Daniel Keith Ludwig 

Ships 

$2 billion + 

Perry Richardsen Bass 

Oil 

$2 billion + 

Gordon Peter Getty 

Oil 

$1,4 billion 

Margret Hunt Hill 

Oil 

$1 billion + 

Philip Anschutz 

Oil 

$1 billion + 

Forrest Mars, Sr. 

Candy 

$1 billion + 

William Herbert Hunt 

Oil 

$1 billion + 

David Packard 

Electronics 

$1 billion 

Caroline Hunt Schoeffkopf 

Oil 

$1 billion +/- 

Lamar Hunt 

Oil 

$1 billion +/- 

Nelson Bunker Hunt 

Oil 

$1 billion +/- 

Marvin Davis 

Oil 

$1 billion +/- 

David Rockefeller 

Oil/Banking 

$1 billion +/- 


Source, fortes, September 13.1982. pp. 102-5. 


remained economically subordinate to the older and even wealthier 
interests concentrated in New York banks (see Fitch and Oppen- 
heimer 1970; and Menshikov 1969, chap. 2). 

Increasing Monopoly 

The power of the largest monopoly corporations continues to 
grow as the economy becomes more concentrated (more in fewer 
hands) and thus centralized (increasingly coordinated). As a conse¬ 
quence. the relative position of the monopoly sector of the capitalist 
class is enhanced. The percentage of total value added in the 
manu acturing sector by the largest manufacturing companies has 
continually risen in the United States since World War II. In 1947 
t ? 00 manufacturing corporations were responsible for 23 
1958 qn°n®r 6 y a n C man ufacturing companies and in 

largest 9/6 they were res P° nsib| e for 34 percent. The 

oercent in kK^m 118 corporatlons meanwhile expanded from 30 
Table 4 4) h t? nt L 3 ?; PCrCent ‘ n 1958 t0 44 Perce™ in 1976 < see 
proportion of t m t, n0t ^ that whlle the long-term trend in 
no tendency w at s he d has l*® 1 in tb e same direction, there was 
1970s tn 1950 til i conce ^ at,on t0 increase over the course of the 
percent of‘S ’* t ff* 100 manufacturing corporations held 39.7 
percent The while in 1979 the y held 46.1 

percent (U S Denartm^'l i 95 ° held 477 Pe^nt. and in 1979, 59.0 
percent (U.b. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 568). 

hancernent"^t 1 n ^ ust rial concentration, and hence the en- 
ancement of the position of the monopoly capitalist sector of the 
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TABLE 4.4: Percentage of Total Value Added by Manufacture 
ing for the Largest Manufacturing Companies 



Largest 100 

Largest 200 

1947 

23% 

30% 

1954 

30 

37 

1958 

30 

38 

1962 

32 

40 

1967 

33 

42 

1972 

33 

43 

1976 

34 

44 


Source : U.S. Department of Commerce 1981, p, 568. 


capitalist class (both owners and top managers), has been general 
throughout the advanced capitalist countries. For example, in the 
United Kingdom the share of the largest 100 manufacturing com¬ 
panies increased from 30 percent of net output in 1958 to 40 percent 
in 1972. In West Germany the share of sales of the largest 100 
companies grew from 21.7 percent in 1972 to 24.4 percent in 1975. In 
Canada the share of value added by the 100 largest manufacturing 
companies increased from 23 percent in 1947 to 35 percent in 1976 
(New York Times , April 28, 1980, B-l). 

Industrial concentration, and hence the role of the monopoly 
capitalist segment of the capitalist class, is more pronounced in some 
sectors of the economy than others. For example, in the United 
States in 1972 the top four companies accounted for 99 percent of 
passenger car production, 92 percent of flat glass production, 90 
percent of cereal breakfast foods, 90 percent of turbines and turbine 
engines, 90 percent of electrical lamps, 85 percent of household 
refrigerators and freezers, 84 percent of cigarettes, 83 percent of 
television pictures tubes, 79 percent of primary aluminum, and 73 
percent of tires and inner tubes (New York Times, September 28, 
1980, B-l). 

The tendency toward concentration is manifested in the absorp¬ 
tion of some companies by others. Over the course of the 1960s and 
1970s in the United States the tendency for larger corporations to 
merge with each other has accelerated. For example, in 1960 there 
were 51 corporate mergers of industrial corporations, involving a 
total of $1.5 billion in acquired assets. In the 1977-78 period there 
was an average of 105 such mergers a year, involving $9.7 billion in 
acquired assets (U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 575). 
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The Central Role of Financial Institutions in the U.S. Capitalist 
Class 

Finance capital {banking and insurance) is more concentrated 
than is manufacturing. In 1979 the 50 leading commercial banks in 
the United States (which together held $517.1 billion in assets) 
accounted for 36 percent of all the assets of U.S. commercial banks 
(U.S. Department of Commerce 1091a, 535). The assets of just com¬ 
mercial banks in the United States in 1979 amounted to 33.5 percent 
of the reproducible, tangible national wealth of the entire business 
sector. There has been little change in this percentage since the 
1930s. All banking institutions in 1979 accounted for 50.7 percent of 
the national wealth in the business sector (up from 44.2 percent in 
1930 and 43.9 percent in 1950). All financial companies (banking plus 
insurance) accounted for 65.2 percent of the U.S. national wealth in 
the business sector in 1979, up from 56.4 percent in 1930 and 61.2 
percent in 1950 (it should be noted that the short-term mid-1960s/late 
1970s trend has been toward declining percentages) (see Table 4,5). 
In 19/o the ratio of the assets of all financial companies to those of 
all manufacturing companies was 1.92 (this ratio has been relatively 
constant since the 1930s). The center of power within the capitalist 
class is thus seen to be in financial institutions, especially the banks. 

Banking institutions (especially commercial and investment 
banks) are extremely important power centers within the U.S. monop¬ 
oly capitalist class. Their power is primarily exercised through both 
their control of credit to the industrial enterprises and their control 
over a high proportion of stock (held largely in their trust depart- 
ments). In 19/4, 33.3 percent of all corporate stock outstanding in the 
United States was held in one form or another by financial institu- 
^' on ® (1 n 1 f . 1 percent of tbe total in personal trust departments of 
an 's, . percent in bank-held pension funds, 5.4 percent by invest- 

Tqoq ‘nT PameS ; and 3 5 percent b >’ life insurance companies). In 
* 9 ~r“J f, ^ ncial institutions held only 9.6 percent of total corporate 

hdHinl \ 19 °L! 8 ' 9 ?ercenl - The bl gg e st source of growth in bank 

O II ^ nsi0n funds ’ where bank holdings grew from 

the wrsnnaW f 5® 1 ? ,n 1952 to 9 ' 9 Percent in 1974. While 

votinff ri ah t ^ - St0C f ks bed by banks often do not give banks full 

banks a nS ‘ 0n Und , trusts do - This fac t gives the commercial 

the coroorate !" 0 e *, n tbe fundamental decision making of 

of stock in their U ^ e i r ’ 1 / ianc * a ^ institutions are direct owners 

by financial instinr ng % ° l ^ e 1959-88 period net stock purchases 

value of all new str^J° nS Ue !v more Eban tbree f' 111 ® 5 as great as the 
value of all new stock issues (Kotz 1978, pp. 64. 65) 

corporations ^nnd f t tU wp d< T/, e “* 1980 of 100 of the lar g est U.S. 

a J.P. Morgan and Company is effectively the 


TABLE 4.S: The Role of Finance Capital in the U.S. Economy (assets In billions ot dollars) 
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Data not available. 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1981, pp. 533, 536, 537, 550, 552, 567, 474; 1975b, pp. 1047,1060. 
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first or second biggest stockholder {mostly through holdings it 
manages for others) in 25 percent (including IBM, Bank of America. 
Eastern Airlines, Citicorp, Mobil, General Motors, General Electric, 
Sears, and Westinghouse). This study found that the leading stock¬ 
holders of virtually all of these 100 corporations are the 15 most 
powerful banks and insurance companies in the United States. Since 
1945 stock ownership in the major corporations has become increas¬ 
ing concentrated in the hands of the major financial institutions 
(New York Times, February 5,1981, p. 26). 

Another study of the top 200 nonfinancial corporations in the 
United States found that Chase Manhattan {the leading Rockefeller 
bank) had a controlling interest (at least 5 percent of stock plus 
representation on the board of directors) in 16, the First National 
Bank of Chicago in 6, Bankers' Trust of New 1 York 5, and the Mellon 
National Bank of Pittsburgh in 3 (Kotz 1978, p. 111). This study also 
found that 35 percent of the largest 200 nonfinancial corporations in 
the United States were under full or partial control of a single 
financial institution (Kotz 1978, p. 97). 

The growing role of bank trust departments has given banks 
(which until 1981 could legally operate fully only within a single U.S. 
state i considerable control over other financial institutions around 
the country 7 . Not oniy do the larger banks tend to dominate smaller 
regional banks and insurance companies, but thev tend to be each 
Others' major stockholders as well. For example, in 1980 the largest 
11 banks collectively held 13.5 percent of the stock of Bank of 
America. 10.4 percent of Morgan Guaranty, 10.2 percent of Citicorp, 

a ™ 9 - 4 Percent of Continental Illinois (New York Times. May 2, 
1980, D-9). 

Control over bank trust departments is especially highly con¬ 
centrated. In 1980 the Morgan Guaranty Trust Company, with $24 
billion in trust fund assets, led all other banks. (In 1974 Morgan 
Guaranty held 5.4 percent of all bank trust assets.) In the same year 

"JV a > tl0n f -5 lty ® ank was second wit h 4.8 percent of the total 
and Bankers Trust Company was third with 4.5 percent. The ten 
leading banks together controlled 32,2 percent of all bank-held trust 
assets (Kotz 1978, p. 70). 

, ! f not more important source of real economic power 

to tip in 3 ? Cia ins . tltmions lies in their role as the principal lenders 
1 LT aaal cor ] >orations - Their Vilify to grant or withhold 
m^ fe?tediiT c f slderable economic power. This power is in part 
of the cornr r P acemen ); bank-affiliated directors on the boards 
interests)° rPOratl0nS *° WhtCh they are t!ed < to look after their 

corporation^ nei^ ^ ^ early 1940s almost a11 of th e industrial 
corporations needs for new capital were obtained from internal 
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sources, both before and after that period financial institutions sup¬ 
plied close to half of all money resources required by the corporations. 
In the period 1900-29 about 45 percent of the capital of nonfinancial 
institutions came from external sources; in the 1950-70 period 
approximately 40 percent (Menshikov 1969, chap. 5; Fitch and 
Oppenheimer 1970). 

Financial institutions supplied about one-third of the external 
funds used by the nonfinancial corporations in the 1900-30 period, 
slightly over one-half in the 1946-55 period, and almost two-thirds in 
the 1956-65 period (Kotz 1978, p. 61). Life insurance companies as 
well as commercial and investment banks play a key role in financing 
the corporations. It should be noted that in the 1956-65 period life 
insurance companies acquired almost one-half of the new bonds 
issued by U.S. nonfinancial corporations (Kotz 1978, p. 62). 

The banks can also exert power by threatening to sell stock in 
order to decrease its price, thereby undermining a corporation’s credit 
standing and the confidence of other holders, with the consequence of 
the top executives losing money from stock options and bonuses as 
well as status and making it easy for alternative managements to 
win proxy fights (see Menshikov 1969, chap. 4). 

The real economic power of the financial institutions over non¬ 
financial institutions is reflected in the fact that in the mid-1970s, 21 
percent of all outside directors of the largest 500 industrial corpora¬ 
tions were bankers—bankers were almost half of all outside directors 
with seats on three or more corporate boards (Castells 1980. p. 149). 
In 1980, Citicorp had the most interlocking directors. Members of the 
board of Citicorp occupied a total of 49 directorships on the boards of 
100 leading corporations studied by a U.S. Senate subcommittee (New 7 
York Times, February 5, 1981, p. 26). 

The Role ot Family Wealth In Corporate Control 

The holdings of the shares of the various corporations become 
more diversified over time. This happens both because of inheritance 
(many heirs, plus the need to sell stock to pay inheritance taxes) and 
because it is a wise investment strategy to diversify holdings to avoid 
risk (a rational strategy which is adopted as symbolic identification 
when the old family business withers). Consequently, real economic 
power comes increasingly to be exercised through the mediation of 
the financial institutions as well as to be shared with coalitions of 
other major stockholders (rather than being directly exercised by- 
individuals and single families). Major financial institutions often 
tend to keep their equity and loans to a given corporation large 
enough to exert a degree of influence, but small enough so that risk 
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is minimized (and so the financial institution can get out with a 
minimum of loss if they so desire). 

Nevertheless, in spite of the continuing diversification of family 
fortunes and the growing role of the banks as the centers of real 
economic power in contemporary capitalism, the real unmediated 
economic power of wealthy families remains considerable. Family 
fortunes, often coordinated through family funds (which manage 
relatives’ stock as a unit) and foundations, are able to keep the real 
economic power of a family intact. Such large blocks of wealth are 
considerably magnified in their influence because the institutions 
they control attract the smaller fortunes of the less wealthy. 

A study of the top 200 nonfinancial U.S. companies in 1965 
found that 35 percent were essentially under the control (real eco¬ 
nomic ownership) of wealthy families (Scott 1979. p. 57). Another 
study done in the mid-1970s found that an individual family held a 
partial controlling interest in at least 21 percent of the top 200 
corporations (Kotz 1978, p. 97). 

Further, and very' importantly, given the growing real economic 
power of financial institutions, single families still have a controlling 
interest in a considerable number of major financial institutions. A 
1980 study found that a single family interest held 5 percent or more 
of the stock in 42 major financial companies in the United States. 
The Mellon family, for example, was found to hold 18 percent of the 
stock of Mellon National Bank (New' York Times, May 2, 1980, D-9). 
Chase Manhattan Bank has been controlled by the Rockefeller family 
since the 1920s. David, in fact, was its president or chairman (and 
for a good part of the time both) from 1962 to 1980 (Kotz 1978, p.87).* 

Corporate boards of directors reflect the biggest shareholders 
in i\ iduals and banks) as well as the principal financiers of a 
corporation. Although their role varies from corporation to corpora¬ 
tion, they normally determine the general policies of a corporation 
an select the managers of the companies (thereby fundamentally 
e ermming policy, even when day-to-day affairs are decided by 
management), a management that would be replaced in the event it 
pursued policies disagreeable to the directors. 

monI!Hv hered ! t | ry T althy families who make up the core of the 

^e mTdL C3P f 1S i l ' 3SS (l0gether with the hereditary wealthy in 

DoweTovirS 0r i Seem t0 6Xercise consider able direct economic 

directors nf th* mi lng corporations - In 1963 a study of the boards of 
directors of the 15 largest banks, 15 largest insurance companies, and 


than m t'he UrntTstatel ZTpp, 70-727 mS *° ^ ^ CCmral “ 
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20 largest industrial corporations found that 53 percent of their 884 
directors were members of the hereditary capitalist class—i.e., were 
listed in the Social Register (Domhoff 1967, p. 51). It should also be 
noted that in 1960 in over 141 of the 232 largest corporations the 
directors held enough stock to control the company—5 to 10 percent 
(Domhoff 1967, p. 49). The largest single categories of noncapitalist 
class people among the remaining 47 percent of directors in the 1963 
study were hired executives (who rose to prominence because of 
efficient service to the corporate wealthy). It should be noted that the 
majority of hereditary wealthy major stockholders are directors of 
firms that are not under the control of a single family. Their position 
on these boards, then, reflects rather their (or their family’s or 
associated financial group's) partial stake in a corporation or financial 
institution as just one of many major stockholding interests. 

It should also be noted that direct supervision of management is 
not a necessary condition of real economic ownership by the leading 
individual stockholders (individual families or financial institutions) 
of a corporation. It is normally sufficient for real economic power to 
be exerted over management through subtle pressure and the know¬ 
ledge that if an occasion were to arise, the leading stockholders could 
almost certainly muster a plurality of the stock to vote out recal¬ 
citrant managers, replacing them with others agreeable to their will. 
Actual interventions as well as “takeovers" through massive purchas¬ 
ing of stock by a given financial interest are most likely in crises 
situations or when those desirous of obtaining real economic power 
over an enterprise see an occasion to make a considerable profit by 
taking over the assets of an enterprise (see Scott 1974a, pp. 44, 45). 
Because of the relative ease a financial interest group (or wealthy 
individual or corporation) can (with the aid of financial institutions) 
acquire a controlling block of stock in the event of mismanagement, 
or what is perceived to be an exceptional profit opportunity (e,g., 
DuPont’s takeover of Conoco and U.S. Steel’s of Marathon in 1981), 
the economic power of top management in those corporations that 
have no apparent single source of outside control (in either major 
stockholders or financial institutions) is most fragile. 

The 40 to 50 percent of the top 200 corporations that might 
appear (depending on the study—see Kotz 1978, p. 97; Scott 1979, p. 
57) to be under “management control" because no single outside 
power center has a large enough block of stock are subject to the 
same general forces to which the rest of the corporations are subject. 
If they should behave differently than other corporations, their top 
management would eventually be displaced (if the normal pressures 
of the market and the penalties accruing to the top management, 
both financial and status—from lowered profits and slow' or negative 
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growth—should prove to be insufficient to produce changes in policy). 
Thus the real economic power of the top managers in corporations 
without a single outside controlling bloc {and where the managers 
themselves own an insignificant proportion of the total stock out¬ 
standing) is generally incomparably less than the real economic power 
of financial institutions and the leading wealthy families, whose real 
economic ownership (based on stock ownership, management of trust 
funds, and control of investment funds) continues to keep them at 
the center of the monopoly capitalist class. 

It should be noted that, in contrast to corporate directors, the 
overwhelming majority of top executives have no big blocks of shares 
(all managers together hold less than 10 percent of the stock of the 
leading corporations). Hired executives rarely become principal share¬ 
holders in the major corporations. In 1955-65 there was not a single 
case of a hired executive of the top 100 corporations who advanced to 
become a leading stockholder (Menshikov 1969, pp. 110-11). This fact 
generally leaves managers in a weak position in disputes with major 
outside interests. 

The board of directors of most corporations without a single 
controlling family or bank reflects a constellation or coalition of the 
wealthiest stockholders and leading financial institutions with a stake 
m the firm, no one (or often even two or three) of which has a 
predominant influence. While the lack of a single dominant interest 
often gives the top management considerably more discretion than 
they otherwise would have, if management consistently acts against 
t e interests of the bloc with the greatest concentration of real 
economic power they tend to be replaced—if they should fail to heed 

the warnings of the outside directors and banks who monitor their 
results (see Scott 1979, p. 41). 

It should be noted that recent years have seen a rise in both the 
relative numbers and the role of outside directors in most large 
corporations (coincident with the growing role of banks). A study 

t h"n 80 rerclm 6 “I- 6 ™ maj ° r cor P° rations f ^nd that in more 
75 W rImT!| 0 f ide dir “ t ° rs represented between 63 percent and 
tors HpIH i!pA ,I j* ct ® rs - 'This study found that such outside direc* 
percem of all^V ° f ^ audit committee seats plus about 90 

committees 10n y 01 ? t lj e P° wer ful nominating and compensation 

m it tees (see New York Times , September 24, 1979, p D6) 

powerful (in contrast t0 those representing 

Tsoml }f J t0ckh ^ or creditors) exercise more authority 

in the late 1970s'fourth making than others< A stud V done 

the greatest imnar? i" d that T° St outside directors believed they had 

mergers and aemmit' compensat ‘ on of top management and 
mergers and acqu.s.t.ons. They generally felt they had much less 
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influence on selection of senior executives and only moderate influ¬ 
ence on capital expenditures (New York Times, August 19, 1981, p. 
30). The average outside director put in about eight hours a month 
on corporate activities for each board membership held (New York 
Times, September 5, 1981, p. 25). 


The Managerial Sector of the Capitalist Class 

The only managers who by virtue of their managerial position, 
rather than their stock ownership, are part of the capitalist class are 
those who, because of their structural position, have fundamental 
power over what is produced and the organization of production (i.e., 
at least a share in real economic ownership), This includes most of 
the top executives of the largest corporations who, although they 
typically have authority delegated to them by the banks or controlling 
families in real economic ownership, nevertheless have a circum¬ 
scribed but independent power base that allows them significant 
discretion. These top executives have a limited power over tremen¬ 
dous resources and over the labor power of a great many employees. 
The aggregate of their power is roughly equivalent to that of the 
principal owners of small corporations who have few constraints 
imposed on them by financial institutions, or that of large share¬ 
holding families in medium-size corporations who have more of such 
constraints. All have less than full real economic ownership. 

It must be stressed that legal ownership of the means of produc¬ 
tion is not a necessary condition for being part of the capitalist class. 
It is enough that one is a functioning capitalist, that the top execu¬ 
tives perform the capitalist functions of control, allocation, and 
organization of production and disposal of the product, without being 
entirely the agents of others that hire them, i.e., have significant real 
economic power of their own. 

The highest paid executives of the monopoly corporations in the 
United States in 1980 had salaries plus benefits in multiples of 
millions of dollars a year. In 1980, Thomas Pickens, president of 
Mesa Petroleum, was the highest paid executive of all with total 
compensation of $7.9 million. There were eight other top executives 
who made over $3 million that year (see Table 4.6). A total of 69 
chief executives made over a million dollars in salaries and benefits 
in 1980 ( Forbes , June 8, 1981, p. 115f). The average of salary and 
bonuses for the chief executives of the largest corporations (those 
with sales of over $5 billion in 1980) was $589,000. Managers, further, 
are entitled to very generous fringe benefits. A study in the early 
1960s showed that corporations paid 87 percent of the costs of trips 
to professional conferences, 83 percent of the costs of professional 








142 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


journals, 82 percent of dues to professional associations, 83 percent of 
the costs of taking wives on business trips, 81 percent of entertaining 
clients in clubs and restaurants, 43 percent of entertainment in 
homes, and 48 percent of personal car expenses (Menshikov 1969, p. 
111 ). 

It is dear that the great proportion of the salaries of top execu¬ 
tives of the monopoly corporations comes from the surplus labor of 
working people and can not be considered compensation for the labor 
they perform (even if the competition among the top corporations 
drives salaries so high because of the organizational abilities of these 
executives). This in itself, however, does not make them part of the 
capitalist class, merely extremely well-compensated petty bourgeois 
who live off other people's labor, since they have no rights (i.e., real 
economic ownership) in their salaries, as, for example, stockholders 
do have in their dividends, nor can they affect capital allocation by 
transferring their income to others, as (again) stockholders can by 
buying and selling stock. 

In most cases, however, the top corporate managers are part of 
the capitalist class by virtue of their stock ownership in the corpora¬ 
tions that they manage. A study of the stockholdings of the top five 
executives in the largest 50 manufacturing corporations in the United 
States in 1963 found that each on average owned $2.4 million worth 
of their company's stock (Lewellen 1971, p. 79). The result of such 
stock ownership is that the bulk of the annual income of these top 
corporate executives comes from stock income (dividends plus capital 
gains) rather than from their fixed dollar renumeration (or even from 
their fixed dollar renumeration plus stock-linked incentive plans). In 
the 1960-63 period the average fixed dollar (aftertax) compensation 
for the top_ five executives of the top 50 manufacturing corporations 
of the United States was $83,899 a year. Stock-based incentive 
renumeration (aftertax) that directly linked the executives' behavior 
to their success in maximizing other stockholders’ interests averaged 
a further $4/, 583. In addition, these top managers secured an average 
of $26,559 in aftertax stock dividends plus an additional $544,340 in 
aftertax capital gains from the stock of the firms they managed. This 
meant that for these 250 top executives their direct income from 
stocks averaged 6.8 times their fixed renumeration and 4.3 times 
eir fixed salary plus stock-linked incentives. Moreover, the ratio of 
a stoc income (direct and incentive) to fixed renumeration averaged 
. ‘ ime , s (Lewdten 1971, p, 90). The tremendous importance of stock 
income in comparison to fixed income from salaries, pensions, fringe 
benefits, cash bonuses, and so forth can be seen from the statistics 

in lSsn/ P W?*"* corporate executives in the United States 
see a e 4,6). For these ten individuals income from stock 
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represented 62 percent of their total compensation. It is clear that 
most top level managers of the megacorporations are part of the 
capitalist class, both by virtue of their relative autonomy and by 
virtue of their direct stock ownership. Top managers are generally 
held accountable to the corporate wealthy through both their com¬ 
mon interest in maximizing corporate profits and long-term corporate 
growth, and the normally greater real economic power of major 
stockholders and financial institutions. 

In the process of reaching the top. managers are thoroughly 
conditioned to identify with, and serve, the interests of those who 
have real economic power (whether financial houses, founding fam¬ 
ilies, or in a few cases self-perpetuating top executives). They, thus, 
come to single-mindedly pursue the interests of profit maximization 
that the controlling interests are structurally dedicated to (regardless 
of which of the three types of control—or hybrids thereof—exists). In 
addition, the incentive structure for top managers is geared to 
ensuring that they perform according to the principles of profit 
maximization. Options to buy stock at a discounted price in the 
future, in order to realize an immediate capital gain, compensation in 
“dividend units" geared to the price of stock, bonuses for outstanding 
performance as well as the possibilities of hefty salary increases (and 
alternative job prospects) and the actual ownership of corporate stock 
supplement simple pride in performance, identification with corporate 
profit, and growth position and status with peers as powerful eco¬ 
nomic incentives acting on managers to behave the same as legal 
owners in maximizing the profitability of their corporations. It has 
been found empirically that the principal determinants of the level of 
“executive compensation” are the corporation’s level of profit and the 
rate of return on equity, i.e., the objective interests of top managers 
are tied to the interests of the leading stockholders (Castells 1980, p. 
151). 

In most respects corporations with and without a single iden¬ 
tifiable center of outside real economic power behave in the same 
way. It has been found that the rate of profit as well as its fluctua¬ 
tions are the same in both types of corporations. Corporations without 
a single center of outside control, however, tend to have a higher 
dividend pay-out rate than those controlled by a single family—not at 
all surprising, given a family's greater stake in accumulating funds 
within a family-controlled enterprise (Castells 1980, pp. 150-51). 

CAPITALISTS AS A SOCIAL CLASS 

monopoly and middle sectors of the capitalist class form a 
highly integrated social class. This class has a high consciousness of 
md, the highest degree of social interaction, and the most distinctive 
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class boundaries of any class or subclass in society. The capitalist 
class maintains a distinctive style of life and group solidarity that 
sets them off from the rest of the population. They share such things 
as accent and tone of voice, distinctive understatement in dress and 
behavior, common values and assumptions, and a characteristic sense 
of noblesse oblige. This social class is distinguished by its concern 
with ancestry, exclusive club membership, exclusive neighborhoods, 
distinctive sports (e.g., fox hunting, horse breeding and racing, dog 
showing, yachting, and, less today than previously, cricket and lawn 
tennis) The sense of solidarity, the “we” feeling of the capitalist 
social class, is national in scope. Their demeanor is marked by self- 
confidence, carefully reinforced by their education and based in their 
objective power (see Baltzell 1958, chap. 15). 

This social class is roughly specified as those listed in the Social 
Register, of which until 1977 there were 12 city editions. In the late 
1960s it contained about 38,000 nuclear families (unmarried children 
over 18 are listed with their families) and 108,000 names (and in 
which people from all 50 states were listed). (In 1977 the separate 
editions were consolidated into a single volume.) The Social Register 
lists families of old wealth (normally at least third generation or in a 
few cases second generation). It is a listing of families that are 
socially acceptable to one another, feel comfortable with each other 
because of their common background and upbringing, and have 
intimate access to another. With the exception of the old Washington, 
D.C., Register, which listed the president, Supreme Court justices, 
and senators regardless of class background, as a matter of courtesy, 
it is virtually impossible to be listed in the Social Register no matter 
how wealthy one might become, or how much political power one has 
achieved, unless one has inherited w r ealth, gone to the right scnoo s, 
and belongs to the right clubs (and otherwise has already demon¬ 
strated social acceptability to the core capitalist class). However, since 
the Social Register pretty much excludes Jews, blacks, and other 
minorities (and discriminates against Catholics), excludes peop e w o 
have been involved in public scandals and individuals who elect not 
to be listed, and is a bit prudish and excessively exclusive, the actua 
size of the social class of core capitalists (including its minority 
adjuncts) is actually larger than the 38,000 nuclear families listed. 
For example, in 1979 there were 600 Smiths, but only one Cohen 
listed (these are the two most common names in the New xor 
telephone directory). The Social Register asks potential or 

their “Christian names.” The first black was listed in 1970 (. ew 
York Times, February 2, 1980, p. 14). Considering all these factors 
we might estimate that the true size of the top and middle sector ot 
the capitalist class is about double those listed in the Social Regis er, 
about 75,000 nuclear families (see Domhoff 1967, pp. 13-15), 
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The social class of capitalists, with monopoly capitalists at its 
core and with medium-size capitalists at its fringes (with small 
capitalists excluded and instead integrated socially with the petty 
bourgeoisie's upper reaches) was largely formed in the last two 
decades of the nineteenth century through a social merger of the 
traditional commercial wealthy with the new superwealthy founders 
of the corporations. During this period, New York City became the 
social center of upper class life in the United States. The Social 
Register, which became the criterion par excellence of social admission 
into the inner circles of the upper class, was founded in 1887. The 
first Social Register, issued for New York in 1888, contained a little 
less than 2,000 families. By 1912, however, a Social Register was 
being published for 12 different cities. By 1940. there were 38,500 
families listed, with 13,200 in the New York edition alone (Baltzel! 
1958, p. 9). 

It was during this period as well that the exclusive New England 
boarding schools and eastern universities became family surrogates, 
central in producing a socially integrated social class of capitalists in 
the United States. These schools became the means of bringing 
together the sons of the old commercial and landed wealthy from the 
South with the sons of the new wealthy, such as the Rockefellers 
and the other nouveau riche founders of the new corporations. The 
new' centralized and monopolized economy of the United States 
generated a single national socially unified capitalist class. 

The wealth of the core of the capitalist class is descended from 
fortunes made either before the Civil War, largely in trade and 
landowmership, or in the generation after, in investment banking and 
manufacturing. Because of the exclusive nature of the institutions 
frequented by upper class children, and hence whom they meet social¬ 
ly, and because of the pressure put on capitalist class children to 
marr> r their owm kind (both for reasons of social respectability and 
fears of outsiders marrying in for money), a high degree of inter¬ 
relationship has been achieved by the upper levels of the capitalist 
class: "Everyone is related to everyone else.” There is, nevertheless, 
a tendency for "brains” and “beauty" to marry into the capitalist 
class. That is, capitalist class men sometimes marry the “most 
beautiful women of the middle class (with whom they come into 
contact^ at school or work), while upper class women sometimes 
marry’ the brightest” upwardly mobile managerial or professional 
men employed by their class (typically graduates of exclusive univer¬ 
sities such as Princeton, Yale, and Harvard). 

Members of the capitalist social class know each other. They are 
personal friends. Acquaintance patterns extend widely over the coun¬ 
try, interlocking this class together (Baltzell 1958, p. 7), One study of 
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top California families, for instance, showed that 91 percent of those 
in the San Francisco area and 64 percent of those in the Los Angeles 
area knew each other (Domhoff 1970, p. 86). The class consists of 
overlapping social cliques. Thus, although every individual does not 
personally know everyone else, everyone has friends and relatives 
who interact with people in other cliques to produce a tightly inter¬ 
woven national class mosaic. 

The core of the social class of capitalists (those listed in the 
Social Register) provides a highly disproportionate share of those in 
key power positions in American society. Roughly 25 percent of all 
those listed in Who's Who (a good indicator of positions of power, 
prestige, influence, and achievement) are also listed in the Social 
Register (Baltzell 1958, p. 8). Baltzell reports that for Philadelphia in 
1940, 75 percent of all bankers listed in the Who's Who were in the 
Social Register, 51 percent of lawyers, 42 percent of businessmen, 42 
percent of architects, 37 percent of physicians, 35 percent of museum 
officials, and 32 percent of authors. This contrasted with only 10 
percent of church officials, 12 percent of musical artists, and 16 
percent of educators. This provides a pretty good picture of the types 
of careers the children of old wealthy families pursue (Baltzell 19u8, 
p. 33). Of the 532 directorships in industrial and financial institutions 
reported by those listed in Who's Who , 60 percent were those of 
individuals listed in the Social Register. The presidents and more 
than 80 percent of the directors of the six largest banks were listed 
in the Social Register, as were almost all the senior partners of the 
largest law firms (Baltzell, p. 386). This suggests the powerful and 
central role of financial institutions and corporate law firms as 
mediating institutions for the capitalist class. 

The capitalist social class maintains a distinctive life-style and 
norms. Its language is British influenced, with many words pro¬ 
nounced with an English accent. This is because traditionally British 
nannies often raised the children of the upper class and because the 
Eastern seaboard heart of the capitalist class is Anglophile. The 
English have traditionally been imitated in clothes, sports activities, 
club ritual, and so forth. 

Ritual is an important aspect of capitalist class life. 1 he men are 
marked by a distinctive type of clothing (the Brooks Brothers trad¬ 
ition) and various exclusive symbols such as club neckties, hatbands, 
little charms on lapels, or watch chains (while the women s dress is 
exclusive in style and the best in quality). Style tends to be both 
exclusive and conservative, typically understating ones position. 
There tends to be absolute conformity in personal cards, notepaper, 
and invitations. In general, conservatism in personal taste and respect 
for tradition are highly valued. The reverence of the past, character- 
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istic of any aristocracy or hereditary' elite, reflects the fact that 
wealth and position is a result of ancestral accomplishments. 

Members of the cpitalist class do not generally purchase or 
consume in a conspicuous manner. Publicity and flaunting of wealth 
is frowned on by the core members of this class. Squandering money 
and flashy displays of wealth are characteristic of the new rich and 
upper middle class entertainers (i.e.. those not socially acceptable to 
the true capitalist elite). Old black cars, baggy' tweeds, and small 
private parties are common. Members of the hereditary' capitalist 
class do spend lavishly on fine homes (although the sumptuous 
mansions characteristic of their grandparents around the turn of the 
century are no longer popular) as well as on art and leisure activities 
(horses, ski lodges, summer homes, and so forth). It should be noted 
that works of art not only give a distinctively upper class air to the 
interior of capitalist class residences, but that they are both good 
investments and a means of passing wealth on to heirs (see Vanfossen 
1979, pp, 297-98; Baltzell 1958. pp. 50-58). 

Peer norms and sanctions are strong in this class. A capitalist 
class member caught in an act of dishonesty or disloyalty fears the 
disapproval of his peers. Shared experiences based in common school 
ties, common club memberships, and so forth produce a closeness 
that is at least as strong as the ties of rational interest. The capitalist 
class is truly socially coherent. 

The capitalist class tends to share a common religion—Episcopa- 
lianism. The Episcopal tradition in the U.S. upper class dates from 
the period 1750-1800, when many of the upper class descendants of 
Puritans, Quakers, Huguenots, and the Dutch Reformed converted to 
Anglicanism. After 1800 Anglicanism also recruited among the 
Southern slave lords. After the Civil War, new wealth was gradually 
converted from lower status Protestant denominations such as 
Methodist, Baptist, and Lutheran, The major exception to the Epis¬ 
copal predominance within the U.S. capitalist class is the Boston 
area, where many of the descendants of the early Calvinists are 
Congregational and Unitarian (Baltzell 1958, p. 227). Baltzell found 
that for those in the Philadelphia Social Register in 1940, 65 percent 
of those who listed a religion were Episcopalians, compared to 21 
percent of those listed in the H tyo's Who, but not in the Social 
Register (Baltzell 1958, p. 236). 

The upper capitalist class child is very carefully socialized into 
t e capitalist class. His/her education is both the best in quality as 
we 1 as highly exclusive in order to inculcate feelings of superiority 
a "“, cias ® solidarity. During infancy and childhood, the upper class 
child is brought up by nurses and governesses so that his/her parents 
are free to pursue their careers and class obligations. The children 
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then attend special preschools, often exclusive Episcopal church 
kindergartens. At primary school age they attend exclusive “day 
schools," which are very important, in bringing the children to realize 
that they are set apart from the great numbers of other children who 
attend the state schools (Domhoff 1967, chap. 1; 1970, chap. 4), They 
take special dancing classes, riding lessons, and tutorials in foreign 
languages. 

In adolescence the capitalist class child typically attends a board¬ 
ing school, often far from home, seeing his/her parents only during 
the summer and school holidays. These exclusive (mostly Episcopal) 
schools take over the primary socialization of many upper class 
children at around the age of 11. In other cases, upper class children 
may only attend such schools for the last few years of their secondary 
education. The two richest and oldest of such schools for boys are 
Exeter and Andover (both also now admit a number of children from 
middle class families on the basis of promise, and even offer some 
scholarships for poor and minority children). New England is the 
traditional region for such schools, with the wealthy sending their 
adolescent children there from all over the United States. Exclusive 
New England boarding schools became important in the 1880s with 
the founding of Groton (1884). They soon became a vital part of 
creating a national consciousness in the U.S. capitalist class with 
more or less homogeneous behavior and values. Andover and Exeter 
founded in the eighteenth century and St. Pauls’ founded before the 
Civil War experienced considerable growth in the 1880s and 1890s 
(Baltzell 1964. p. 127; 1958, p. 307). 

At these exclusive schools the youth learn distinctive upper class 
values, manners, speech, and demeanor as well as consolidate the 
feeling that they are special. Attendance at such exclusive private 
schools ensures that the child will mingle with other upper class 
children from around the country, making lifelong friends and meet¬ 
ing suitable members of the opposite sex to eventually marry. These 
schools, typically segregated by sex, arrange social occasions with 
schools of the opposite sex, building acquaintance circles within 
which intermarriage takes place (see Domhoff 1970, p. 22 for a list of 
the most exclusive of the capitalist class boy’s schools). 

Attendance at exclusive boarding schools is supplemented by 
summers spent with the family at exclusive upper class resorts or at 
summer camps with rounds of social events the most important of 
which are debutante parties (coming out rituals for the girls of the 
capitalist class). Debutante balls remain a distinctive capitalist class 
institution. They continue to perform the important function of rein¬ 
forcing the sense of belonging to a distinctive social group. Debutante 
balls are rites de passage that introduce the postadolescent into the 
upper class adult world, as well as protect upper class endogamy. 
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The capitalist class male children have historically tended to go 
to just three or four colleges: Harvard, Yale, and Princeton (and for 
West Coast youngsters, Stanford). In the 1960s, 67 percent of all 
those males listed in the Social Register who had graduated from 
college graduated from Harvard, Yale, or Princeton (Domhoff 1967, p. 
18). Furthermore, at these three exclusive institutions, the children 
of the upper class are socially isolated from the intellectual elite of 
upwardly mobile middle class children, who make up a significant 
proportion of total enrollments, by a system of highly exclusive clubs 
and fraternities, e.g., Porcellian and A. D. at Harvard, the Fence 
Club, Delta Kappa Epsilon, Zeta Psi, St. Anthony Hall at Yale, and 
the dinner clubs such as the Ivy Club at Princeton (Baltzell 1958, pp 
330-31). 

These three universities and the exclusive circles within them 
are the main arena in which upper class children from all around the 
United States become acquainted with their counterparts, consolidate 
their early socialization, and become full and active members of the 
capitalist class. Friendships are established here that become valuable 
business and political contacts for life. It should be stressed that 
these schools, especially Yale and Harvard, also function to co-opt or 
assimilate the most promising children of other classes. They provide 
a proving ground where the new and old rich smooth over their 
differences and the children of the new rich are gracefully assim¬ 
ilated. 

It should be noted that for capitalist class children admission 
requirements to these exclusive institutions consist primarily of 
parental background criterion, not scholastic achievement or ability. 
Before World War II the typical entering class at Ivy League schools 
had an aptitude score of approximately the national average for all 
college freshmen in the United States. By the early 1960s with 
increasing middle class enrollments it has risen to about the top 10 
percent (Baltzell 1964, p, 341). Special admissions programs, however, 
continue to allow admission to the children of the capitalist class 
who do not have scholastic abilities comparable with upwardly mobile 
middle class children. The most important of these is virtually guar¬ 
anteed admission for the sons of graduates of these institutions' 

t was uring the period of the formation of the modern national 
capitalist class in the 1880s that the three schools began to become 

Th* 1 kT ant m UPPe f C ‘ asS education (displacing regional colleges). 
inni ,mportam as u PP er class accrediting institu¬ 
te nf pi i peaking in thls role ar ound 1940. Baltzell found 
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the University of Pennsylvania; but among those who graduated 
between 1920 and 1940, 57 percent went to the three elite national 
institutions, compared to 22 percent who went to the University of 
Pennsylvania (Baltzell 1958, p. 328). However, in the post-World War 
II generation a decentralization again occurred, with more and more 
children of the upper class going to other elite institutions such as 
Stanford, the University of California at Berkeley, and Ivy League 
colleges other than the big three. Of those persons listed in the Social 
Register attending college in the mid-1960s, only 45 percent were at 
Harvard, Yale, or Princeton (Domhoff 1967, p. 18). 

In most of America’s principal cities there are exclusive capitalist 
class metropolitan men’s clubs, membership in which is essential for 
a socially integrated member of the capitalist class. Membership is 
evidence of confirmed prestige and acceptance by the core capitalist 
class. Admission is very rigorously regulated and limited to those of 
proper pedigree, i.e., at least second, and preferably third, generation 
wealthy. Virtually all gentlemen-businessmen of any importance 
belong to at least one such club. J.P. Morgan, Jr., in 1940 belonged to 
no less than 13 clubs in various cities around the country. 

These elite clubs provide an exclusive atmosphere where mem¬ 
bers of the capitalist class can dine, relax, meet with acquaintances 
and friends from around the country, and if necessary spend a night 
away from women, scrutiny by servants, the press, and the hectic 
life of business. In addition to being essential proof that one is a 
gentleman, the clubs function to provide: first, an informal atmo¬ 
sphere in which new members of the upper class can be fully 
intitiated into the norms that govern capitalist class behavior; second, 
a tie to the national upper class for capitalist class members from 
smaller towns; third, a place where political and economic differences 
among capitalists can be smoothed over informally in a friendly 
manner; and fourth, (although formal and organized business confer¬ 
ences are as a rule forbidden) as a place where the groundwork for 
major business deals can be established. All in all, it would be 
difficult to function as a member of the capitalist class without 
access to the contacts that such metropolitan clubs provide (Baltzell 
1958, chap. 13). Baltzell found that 90 percent of Philadelphians in 
the Social Register listed membership in an exclusive club (1958, p. 
335). 

The exclusive metropolitan clubs grew out of eighteenth-century 
English and American coffeehouses where influential men of business 
used to informally gather. They gradually evolved into permanent 
private establishments. The oldest American club was the Phila¬ 
delphia Club, which was established in 1834. It was followed by the 
Union Club in 1836, the Century Club in New' York in 1847, the 
Somerset in Boston (1851), and the Pacific Union (San Francisco) in 
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1852 (Baltzell 1958, p. 337). Thus the establishment of such metro¬ 
politan clubs predates the Civil War and the formation of a national 
upper class. In their first generation they were marks of local elite 
rather than national capitalist class status (as they became in the 
latter part of the century). But by the 1900s the metropolitan club 
had become the most critical social institution for the new national 


capitalist class, surpassing the country clubs, private schools and 
colleges, and exclusive neighborhoods as the mark of a member of the 
class (Baltzell 1964, p. 137). 

Most of these clubs pretty much limit themselves to the old-line 
white Protestant wealthy. Traditionally, virtually all totally excluded 
Jews and heavily discriminated against Catholics, although some, like 
the Century Club in New York, opened themselves to top intellectuals 
and artists, including Jews. But most of the most prestigious clubs 
have been and remain very exclusive, e.g.. Union League, Links, 
Knickerbocker (even while most now admit a few Jews). The major 
and most powerful clubs remain obsessed with exclusiveness (Baltzell 
1964, pp. 137, 370-71). (For a listing of the most prestigious exclusive 
metropolitan men's clubs see Domhoff 1970, pp. 23-24.) 

Some clubs, like the Century in New York, the Tavern in Boston, 
and the Frank Inn in Philadelphia are less exclusive. These clubs 
tend to recruit more members who have achieved rather than in¬ 
herited their position; and, thus, to focus more on intellectual life. 
Likewise, with the Harvard, Yale, and Princeton clubs in major 
cities, which recruit accomplished graduates of these institutions 
regardless of parents' class position. There are also fairly exclusive 
athletic clubs. These are of two kinds: the racquet club, favored by 
wealthy younger men who are oriented to "keeping themselves in 
shape”—a rich man’s YMCA, and the various "athletic clubs" (e.g., 
the New ^ork Athletic Club or the Penn Athletic Club), which are 
somewhat lower status metropolitan clubs (Baltzell 1958, pp. 339-40). 

In recent years, the country clubs, to which whole families belong 
(rather than just men), have become increasingly prominent as 
centers of upper class social activity (and the mark of family exclu¬ 
siveness). The exclusive country clubs are in good part oriented to 
sportmg and family social activities. The founding of the country 
clubs, like the rest of the distinctive capitalist class institutions, 
coincided with the formation of a national social capitalist class. The 

imm. Ttie J C u° Un l try Club in Brookline - Massachusetts (founded in 
1882), fo lowed by the Tuxedo in New York (Baltzell 1958, pp. 356-57; 
iyt)4, p. 113 }, 

There are annual summer encampments of the wealthy, probably 
e most famous of which are Bohemia Grove in Northern California 
and Ranchero Visitadoes in southern California. For a couple of 
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weeks each summer hundreds of upper class members come together 
in rural areas for horseback riding, partying, games, and “off the 
record” political discussions (Domhoff 1970, 1971, p, 79.; 1974). 

The national upper class tends to vacation together. Again the 
institutionalization of national upper class resort areas was concen¬ 
trated in the 1880s, In both summer and winter there are a few 
geographically circumscribed areas where they vacation. In winter, 
the Palm Beach-Hobe Sound area in Florida and Palm Springs in 
California, and in summer the New England coast between the 
Hamptons on the tip of Long Island and the Canadian border on the 
Maine coast (including Fisher’s Island, Watch Hill, Jamestown, 
Newport, Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket, Hyannisport, Mt. Deseat 
Island, and North Haven). There are also a few other exclusive spots, 
including Rehoboth Beach, Delaware; and (for San Francisco) Lake 
Tahoe and the Monterey peninsula, and some little towns north of 
the Bay Area (Domhoff 1970, 1971, pp. 80-83). This coming together 
during the vacation season (especially for the annual summer vaca¬ 
tion) of the hereditary wealthy from all around the country, helps 
cement the ties among the upper class as well as provides another 
opportunity for the young people of the class to get to know each 
other better, forming relationships (business and sexual) that last for 
life. 

The women of the capitalist class have their own exclusive 
institutions and specialized functions. Women, as do men, have their 
exclusive schools and clubs. The most important upper class women's 
colleges are Vassar, Smith, and Wellesley; and also Hollins and Sophie 
Newcomb (for the South); Colorado Women’s College and Sripps and 
Mills (for the West). Capitalist class women also attend the intellec¬ 
tually less demanding "finishing schools" (with normally two-year 
programs) as well as join exclusive elite sororities at elite univer¬ 
sities, such as Kappa Kappa Gamma (Domhoff 1970, p. 37). 

Women too have exclusive clubs, e.g., the Acorn (Philadelphia), 
the Chilton (Boston), the Colony (New York); the Friday and Fort¬ 
nightly (Chicago) and the Sunset (Seattle) as well as the somewhat 
less exclusive but more influential Junior League chapters all around 
the country. The Junior League is meant for women under 40, but 
has "sustaining membership" for women over that age. It is a 
‘’service" organization composed of about 200 chapters and 100,000 
members that involves itself in museum programs, foster homes, 
social services, tutoring, and so forth, as well as in exclusive social 
activities. Upper class women in general tend to be active in such 
things as opera and symphony associations, alumni associations, and 
garden clubs as well as various welfare activities (see Baltzell 1958, 
p. 584; Domhoff 1970, pp. 39-40). 
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Traditionally upper class women have not held salaried positions 
in the corporations, but in the last half of the twentieth century they 
have become increasingly active as authors and artists, journalists 
and academics (especially trustees and administrators of women’s 
colleges). Upper class women still focus most of their activities in 
volunteer work (or as “civic workers." paid or unpaid) for such 
institutions as the Red Cross, museums, boys' clubs, and so forth. 

Upper class women organize the social life of the upper class. 
They organize parties and plan charity and debutante balls, organize 
dancing classes, and serve as social secretaries (who counsel new 
rich families and plan the larger social functions of other wealthy 
families), all functions that help keep the upper class a socially 
homogenous and intermarrying social class of people who know one 
another. Upper class women tend to set the cultural and social 
standards for women of other classes. Upper class women have 
traditionally acted to smooth over some of the rough edges of the 
economic system through their involvement in welfare activities. 
Social work was originally an upper class volunteer profession orig¬ 
inating in the settlement house movement in the new urban slums in 
the 1880s, The early settlement houses that helped the new immi¬ 
grants survive and adjust to the industrial slums were run and 
financed by upper class women (Domhoff 1970, chap, 2). 

Because of the racism of the exclusively Protestant and northern 
European stock upper class social institutions, Jewish wealth was 
forced to develop its own separate set of upper class institutions. It 
should be noted that the exclusion of Jews from the social class of 
capitalists did not occur until the 1880s and 1890s. Before this time 
prominent wealthy Jews were among the founders and leading mem¬ 
bers of some of the most exclusive clubs, such as Knickerbocker and 
Union League. However, after 1882. the old-time German Jews who 
predominated in the United States were overwhelmed by the new 
immigration of Jews escaping Russian pogroms. While in 1880 there 

onl £, 2 ° 0 ' 000 Jews in the United States, by 1920 there were 4 
million. The new anti-Semitic prejudices of the Protestant wealthy 
ere based largely on the stereotypes of the new lower class Jewish 
s as wel1 as worldwide growth of racism (the ideological 
S?‘ he new Im i*na!ism that was dividing the world in this 
J™ ' T f here W3S considerable resentment in the established Jewish 
^^enewi^ for causing them to lose 

™ invenied by ,heoider Ger ™" 
Je„s as a term of densio” to insult the new Russian immigrants. 

particioatirmVn th 6 f * ' f urt her. were pretty much excluded from 

tTons TW “ ° rm l t,0n of the new nati ° nal industrial corpora- 
t.ons. They were forced into the more peripheral parts of the 
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economy, e.g.. consumer goods, retail, wholesale, entertainment, and 
communications. In response to their expulsion from metropolitan 
clubs, exclusive neighborhoods, and resorts and in order to set up 
social defenses against the new Jewish immigrants, they established 
their own exclusive clubs and resorts, neighborhoods, and charities 
(Baltzell 1958, pp. 276-91; 1964, pp. 55-59). 

Socially, top executives from middle class families who hold their 
position because of their superior managerial expertise are ineligible 
for the Social Register or admission into the most exclusive clubs and, 
thus, are not part of the social class of capitalists. Their exclusion 
from the social network of capitalists means exclusion from a very 
important source of contacts and loci of decision making and, thus, 
reflects their general exclusion from much of the power center of the 
U.S. economy. They are often, however, able to accumulate consider¬ 
able wealth, send their children to the right schools, and, thus, 
ensure their heirs’ social integration into the capitalist class (in the 
next generation). Higher level managers often tend to be the best 
students and most promising individuals recruited from the middle 
classes by way of high-quality colleges and high-status business 
schools as well as through a rigorous career of highly competitive 
selective processes of promotion from lower management strictly on 
the basis of performance. The most creative, aggressive, energetic, 
dedicated, intelligent, ruthless, and organizationally proficient conse¬ 
quently reach the top, and, thus, acquire the ability to bring their 
children into the middle levels of the capitalist class. 

It should be stressed that top managers tend to come from upper 
middle class and small business family backgrounds. In 1950, 69 
percent had fathers who were either business owners or corporate 
officials (compared to 66 percent in 1925), while only 14 percent had 
fathers who were either manual workers, white-collar workers, or 
professionals (see Menshikov 1969, p. 94), Their recruitment to the 
major corporations and their promotion to the top typically receives a 
major boost by their graduation from the leading business schools 
(e.g,, Harvard), a criterion whose achievement is highly correlated 
with one’s father’s financial success and orientation. 

Small capitalists might be best considered to form an inter¬ 
mediate stratum between the capitalist class proper and the petty 
bourgeoisie. Their aggregate wealth as well as education, social 
background, friendship networks, and overall life-style are likely to 
be closer to that of a prosperous petty bourgeois than to that of a 
capitalist in the monopoly sector. Socially the small capitalists are 
more integrated into the petty bourgeoisie than into the monopoly 
sector of the capitalist class, i.e., tend to be part of the social class of 
the petty bourgeoisie. In class consciousness this stratum can identify 
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with either class, i.e.. it has antagonisms with monopolies who are 
its suppliers and often its distributors and competitors (and who may 
be threatening to drive them out of business because of their superior 
productive and/or sales apparatus). But it generally has solidarity 
with monopoly capita! in questions of maintaining exploitation of its 
labor force. 


SUMMARY 

Wealthy families and individuals operating increasingly through 
financial institutions, rather than through direct ownership of tradi¬ 
tional family businesses, continue to be the primary locus of real 
economic ownership. Increasingly, the major corporations and finan¬ 
cial institutions are controlled by coalitions of leading stockholders 
(individuals, families, and financial institutions), with financial insti¬ 
tutions (especially through their trust departments) coming to play 
an ever more important role. Top corporate executives are not for the 
most part a part of the core capitalist class. Mostly upwardly mobile 
from the upper middle class, they must operate within the parameters 
established by those with real economic power or be displaced by 
them. Further, they are excluded from the social institutions of the 
core capitalist class and, thus, from the networks where so much of 
the basis of fundamental decision making occurs. The monopoly 
capitalist class, largely rooted in the period of the formation of the 
major corporations around the turn of the century, has established 
itself as a distinctive and powerful social class with generational 
continuity unmitigated by the “democratic ethos" of U.S. society. 
Both its wealth and social exclusiveness have been well protected 
over the entire course of the twentieth century. The monopoly 
capitalist class continues to be the most socially coherent and class¬ 
conscious class in the United States as well as the center of real 
economic power. 


The Middle Class 



Intermediate between the capitalist class and the working class 
is the middle class (traditionally referred to as the petty bourgeoisie). 
This class is intermediate in power over the means of production or 
distribution, and thus in aggregate control over labor power (their 
own and others) between the two major classes. While there is 
considerable variation in this class between those who supervise 
many, but have relatively little discretion in the production process, 
and those who do not supervise anyone else, but have considerable 
discretion, the product of the number of those supervised and the 
amount of individual discretion falls within a relatively small range, 
thus defining the boundaries of this class. 

SPECIFICATION OF A SINGLE PETTY BOURGEOISIE 

We can perhaps usefully subcategorize the petty bourgeoisie by 
two dimensions. One dimension is social function', whether their role 
is, first, the production and transmission of capitalist culture, and 
thus indirectly capitalist class relations (e.g., social "scientists,'' 
literary apologists, social studies teachers, social welfare workers, 
and so forth); second, the direct administration and reproduction of 
capitalist class relations through supervising and directing labor 
power (i.e., managers, managerial consultants); third, the production 
of goods or adding to productivity (e.g., small farmers, artisans, 
engineers); fourth, the accounting and realization of value (e.g., high- 
level salesmen, advertising personnel, bankers, accountants, small 
retail businessmen); or fifth, the provision of general social services 
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(e.g.. doctors and other health professionals and lawyers). A second 
dimension is employment status: whether they are, first, self-employed; 
second, work for private corporations; or third, are employed by the 
state as civil servants. Each of the possibilities within these two 
dimensions has different consequences in terms of the life experiences 
and values of the various sectors of the single petty bourgeoisie. 

The three most important distinct groupings of the middle class 
are, however, probably: first, the managerial sector of the middle 
class (both in the state and in private industry), which directly 
mediates between the owning and laboring classes through super¬ 
vising labor power within the guidelines established by the owning 
class; second, those professionals employed by the state and corpora¬ 
tions, who have considerable autonomy over their own labor powers 
so as to facilitate creativity (but who have little control over the 
labor power of others); and third, the traditional middle class of the 
old petty bourgeoisie, which is not directly employed by the state or 
capital, and thus is not directly controlled by them (and ivhich thus 
has a rather wide degree of autonomy over their own labor, but 
relatively little over the labor of others). We can refer to the first two 
types of middle class positions as the salaried or new middle class (or 
new petty bourgeoisie) in contrast to the traditional self-employed 
middle class or “old petty bourgeoisie.” 

The amount of control over the labor power of others is essen¬ 
tially similar in the three groups. For example, while the managerial 
stratum has direct, although greatly delimited, power over the labor 
power of workers, the professional stratum, for the most part, does 
not. But professionals benefit from the services of secretaries, 
research assistants, and janitors, and have authority over students 
and clients (an authority while analogous to control of their labor, is 
not essential control). Professionals are not typically in a position to 
hire, fire, promote, or otherwise exercise fundamental control of the 
labor power of those who serve them. (The managers and administra¬ 
tors where professionals work have this power.) On the other hand, 
the\ topically have significantly more discretion over their own labor 
than do lower and middle managers. The traditional petty-bourgeois 
armer, shopkeeper, or independent professional typically has some 
power over the labor of others (a few regular employees, workers 
uring the harvest, schoolchildren on weekends, a bookkeeper or 
receptionist, their own family members, and so on), although the 
a ocation (and hence, essential control) of their labor is in good part 

lctat cons ^ ra * nts an d compulsions put on small business by 

capitalfurther, the independent petty bourgeoisie typically has con¬ 
siderably more discretion over their own labor power than does either 
major segment of the new middle class. On the other hand, the old 
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petty bourgeoisie is largely dominated by capital: the banks (which 
hold their mortgages), railroads, grain elevator companies, slaughter¬ 
houses, supermarket chains, and food processing, distribution, and 
wholesale companies. Thus, while the old petty bourgeoisie has 
significant autonomy in their labor, they have been in good measure 
controlled (and indirectly exploited) by the logic of, and are thus 
subordinate to, capital. 

Although the range is considerable, all three groups are inter¬ 
mediate in both the amount of control they have over their own 
labor, and that of others. It should be noted that the group with the 
greatest control over other’s labor (management) has the least dis¬ 
cretion over its own. While the forms of control (indirect versus 
direct) differ, the aggregate amount of autonomy and control by 
capital of the old petty bourgeoisie, and of the professional and 
managerial strata, is similar. 

Corresponding to their similar positions of control over labor 
power are all three major social segments of this class's similar 
position vis-a-vis technical knowledge of production (position in the 
mental versus manual or technical division of labor) as well as their 
position vis-a-vis exploitation of the working class. All three major 
sectors of the middle class typically have qualitatively more general 
knowledge of the production process than do most manual workers. 
The managerial stratum’s position rests in part on its ability to 
attain overall knowledge of the production process. The professional 
employees’ (e.g., scientists, engineers) contribution is based on their 
technically superior education and knowledge of basic processes. The 
role of independent artisans, farmers, small businessmen, or inde¬ 
pendent doctors or lawyers requires mastery of a wide range of 
knowledge and skills to keep a necessarily multifaceted independent 
operation viable. In contrast, almost all sectors of the working class 
are kept, in good degree, structurally ignorant of the overall production 
process. 

The managerial stratum of the new middle class mediates 
between the real economic owners (including some of the top 
managers of the major corporations—see Chapter 4) and the laboring 
classes who do the actual productive labor They distribute tasks 
within the work unit, decide when the work process is to be inter¬ 
rupted and modified, make judgments about the quality of output, 
schedule the rhythm of tasks, arrange for the raw material input and 
the distribution of the product, supervise the maintenance of 
machinery, study and redesign the work process, monitor the work 
performance of individuals, hire, fire, promote, transfer, and other¬ 
wise reward and punish personnel, direct the sales effort, direct 
purchasing, and so forth. The heart of their functioning, however, is 
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to devise and administer forms of control and surveillance of the 
labor process. And to this end they make every effort to master 
general knowledge of the production and distribution process, re¬ 
ducing those who actually carry out the tasks to agents without 
general knowledge. The managerial stratum tends to concentrate in 
itself information about production and distribution, selecting problem 
areas to call to the attention of the owners or top managers of the 
large corporations. They receive general orders form above, specify 
and recast them in instrumental form, then implement them through 
the actual laborers. The principal function of the lower level manage¬ 
rial strata is to extract surplus labor from the laboring population 
isee Carchedi 1977. chap 4; Poulantzas 1974, pt. 2. chap. 4; and 
Braverman 1974, pt. 1). 

Management can be subdivided according to its functions. The 
primary section of management (in industrial enterprise) is directly 
responsible for control and coordination of production workers, while 
the other most important sections of management are generally sales 
and advertising. The sales division manages promotion and creation 
of customers as well as most correspondence, sales analysis, and 
orders; the advertising division promotes the products of the firm. 
Other important subdivisions include finance, which watches over 
capital and checks and controls a firm's enlargement. It encompasses 
borrowing, extending credit, debt collection, supervising cash flow, 
and relations with stockholders. In summary, the managerial sector 
of the petty bourgeoisie has parceled out to it those bits of specialized 
knowledge and delegated authority necessary for the operation of the 
corporations (and the state). 

The managerial stratum of the middle class normally can be 
counted on to have internalized the authority of the owners or those 
top managers with real economic ownership, to identify with the 
corporations goals, and thus to exert itself enthusiastically to maxi¬ 
mize profits within the guidelines established by those with real 
economic ownership. But to reinforce this internalization, managers 
are themselves evaluated, coordinated, supervised, and rated accord¬ 
ing to the performance of those under them. Raises, promotions, and 
bonuses accrue to those whose performance is most profitable, while 
demotion or firing await those who do not perform well. Thus an 
elaborate structure of inducements (both material and status) exists 

to structure managerial behavior in the interests of those with real 
economic power* 


, salaried professional stratum of the middle class has special 
s -ills and expert knowledge important for those with real economic 

“ P I m t0P 1X1551110115 ln the state apparatus). It includes 
engineers and research scientists, architects, accountants who are 
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employed by capital to increase profitability, computer experts, 
salaried doctors and lawyers, salaried intellectuals, authors and 
artists, social scientists, university professors, clergymen, and so 
forth. Virtually all of these occupations require considerable training 
(very often a doctoral degree or its equivalent in preparation time and 
energy); or in the case of many top entertainers and professional 
athletes, exceptional skills developed over considerable time. In all 
cases, although the salaried professionals typically have considerable 
autonomy, they are constrained within the parameters provided by 
those who pay their salaries. 

In one sense, this section of the middle class could he considered 
equivalent to the independent middle class. Their expensively devel¬ 
oped skills could be considered intangible means of production (more 
important than the physical means of production they employ, such 
as typewriters, calculators, law books, and so forth). Employed 
professionals might be considered to be selling their skills on a 
contract basis to a single customer, while self-employed professionals 
(such as doctors and lawyers) could be considered to be selling their 
skills to many customers. Moreover, in most cases salaried profes¬ 
sionals function in a secondary role as managers in relation to nurses, 
medical technicians, legal assistants, research assistants, secretaries, 
computer programers, janitors, draftsmen, and so forth. In addition, 
in the case of such occupations as college professors, they have a role 
somewhat analogous to managers vis-a-vis their students, and in the 
case of medical doctors, to their patients. 

On the other hand, salaried professionals establish neither the 
goals of what they do nor the broad parameters of how they do it. 
Owners and top managers set the conditions of intellectual life. 
Terms of employment are set up by the top editors, directors, 
managers, university administrators, and so forth, who in turn are 
accountable to the capitalist class. Salaried professionals are, in the 
last analysis, promoted, demoted, or fired, and otherwise rewarded 
and punished, to the degree to which their product complies with the 
requirements of those who pay their salaries, even when the reward 
structure is loose and it takes years for penalties to become effective 
(unlike as is the case with the much tighter control structure of 
managers). The autonomy characteristic of these jobs is a requisite 
for creative (and hence ultimately profitable) performance. I he scien¬ 
tists, college professors, artists, architects, engineers, and so forth 
would not be able to perform well under too-specific directives. Be¬ 
sides, traditionally it has been impossible for the non-technically 
qualified managers and owners to give detailed instructions to this 
stratum (which has traditionally had more or less of a technical 
monopoly on expert information). They can generally only judge by 
results. 
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Scientific research and the production of knowledge should be 
understood as a production process encompassing both the scientists 
and engineers and the unskilled laborers who engage in the various 
physical tasks necessary for the production of information. Scientists 
and engineers have a managerial function in relation to many of 
these workers (technicians, janitors, laboratory assistants, secretaries, 
clerks, and research assistants of various kinds, machinists, computer 
keypunches, computer operators, and so forth). Their technical infor¬ 
mation represents the exercise of relations of domination vis-a-vis 
technical support personal. But it is not only the actual information 
possessed by the individuals in the scientific-technical ideology that 
is materialized in the positions of dominant scientist-engineer and 
subordinate workers, positions of power legitimized by their being 
labeled “expert" and '‘laborers.” 

People in lower level salaried middle class positions are in balance 
neither especially exploited nor especially beneficiaries of exploitation. 
That is. they secure in income more or less the same share of 
society's labor product for which they are responsible. For the most 
part, they are not generally exploited even when they are employed 
because the immediate result of their economic activity is to ensure 
to capital more profit than would be the case without their employ¬ 
ment i since most of their share in the surplus labor of those that 
they supervise is equivalent to the surplus the capitalists derive from 
the labor of the supervisors). This is also true for highly educated 
professionals, who likewise share in the surplus product of productive 
workers 1 which allows the capitalist class to pay them salaries higher 
than productive workers while still increasing their profit through 
their employment). The wealth returned to most employed profes¬ 
sionals in salaries can be considered roughly equal to the value of the 
wealth or ser\ices their labor is indirectly responsible for creating. 
Further, it is also true of the independent middle class, who do most 
of their own labor themselves, and hence derive most of their income 
from their own effort, rather than through exploitation of the labor 
power of others. 


Today in the Western capitalist countries ail three principal 
segments of the middle class are central to the capital accumulation 
process Thus, all are very much a product of contemporary capitalist 
class relations (even though the independent middle class historically 
originated in a precapitalist mode of production). Small farmers 

nr^ e h< A bu k c° f *£ e f00d that mon °P° | y capitalists transport, 
process and sell Small businessmen sell the products produced by 

menT^ rtf ' 5 * f rporations - S ™!I farmers and small business- 

rh^P ^ “'ll' 3 to capital accum ulation. However, the role of 

these groups in the capitalist process is undergoing a fundamental 


THE MIDDLE CLASS / 163 


transformation. There is an increasing socialization of the role of the 
independent petty bourgeoisie. Agricultural production is being 
appropriated directly and indirectly by corporate entities, while sales 
in all sectors are being taken over by giant chains. Expansion, sales, 
and production decisions are increasingly coordinated by financial 
institutions. The same functions continue to be performed, but now 
more and more by the managerial stratum, and less and less by the 
old independent petty bourgeoisie. 

THE DECLINE OF THE INDEPENDENT PETTY BOURGEOISIE 

Within the towns of feudal society a class of petty traders grew 
up alongside the artisans and craftsmen of the guilds. The majority 
of the class of petty traders and artisans were, together with the now 
free yeoman peasantry, intermediate between the wealthy landlords 
and big merchants on the one hand and the rural tenants and the 
small class of urban propertyless on the other. Most of the urban 
manufacture of material goods when the peasant mode of production 
was dominant in Europe (roughly 1400 to 1800) was by this inter¬ 
mediate class, a class which had considerable autonomy over its 
conditions of production. 

From its revolution through the 1840s, the United States (outside 
of the South) was a society of mostly small proprietors (in 1780, 
roughly 80 percent of white families were propertied and worked for 
themselves). The predominant small landowning farmers who pro¬ 
duced the bulk of the material product of American society were 
supplemented by the blacksmiths, coopers, carpenters, masons, bar¬ 
bers (who often doubled as doctors), and other self-employed artisans 
and small retail shopkeepers of the towns (Corey 1935, chap. 4). 

In the 1840s capitalist industrialization began taking off in the 
Northern states of the United States, and the undermining of the 
small independent producers and distributors began. In the post-Civil 
War generation, the creation of monopolies progressively wiped out 
large sectors of the independents (especially artisans), while signif¬ 
icantly infringing on retailers. In the first half of the twentieth 
century independent retailers went the way of independent artisans 
with the rise and consolidation of the big department stores and 
supermarkets. In the mid-twentieth century, what remained of the 
small farmers went down the same route, with increasing control by 
banks, processors, and distributors over the greatly enlarged and 
ever more capital-intensive, but still basically family-owned farms. 
Independent commodity production has progressively been under¬ 
mined by the all-pervasive expansion of monopoly capital, with the 
consequence of the weakening of the independent middle class. 
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There has, as a result, been a radical transformation in the 
relative importance of the various sectors of the middle class. During 
•he earliest period of capitalism, in the generation or two before and 
after 1800 in Great Britain, the generation before and after the Civil 
War in the United States, and the last half of the nineteenth through 
-be early twentieth century in western and central continental 
Europe, most middle class people were self-employed independent 
fanners, artisans, retail businessmen, or professionals (the traditional 
petty bourgeoisie). But by the late twentieth century, throughout the 
advanced capitalist countries, the majority were either managers or 
employed professionals (the new middle class). 

In the United States the number of self employed as a percentage 
of the total economically active population declined from 36.9 percent 
in 1880 to 8.7 percent in 1980. The decline was consistent until the 
1970s. In each decade before this the proportion of self-employed was 
smaller than the last, even while the pace of decline has varied, being 
especially rapid in the 1960s (see Table 5.1). Most of the long-term 
decline has been due to the radical contraction of the number of 
small family farms over the twentieth century. In the nonagricultural 
sector, the decline in the self-employed has been much more gradual: 
from 12.7 percent of the total economically active population in 1940 
to 7.3 percent in 1980 (see Table 5.1). 

Examining the trends for men alone (the better indicator of 
social class position), it can be seen from Table 5.1 that the old petty 
bourgeoisie declined from 26.1 percent of the population in 1940 to 
H-l percent in 1980. Again, most of the decline has been a result of 
the rapid shrinkage of the agricultural petty bourgeoisie. While 14.8 
percent of nonagriculturally active men were self-employed in 1940, 
9.0 percent were in 1980. The decline in this percentage mostly 
occurred in the 1940s and, especially, in the 1960s. 

The long-term decline of the self-employed middle class is gen¬ 
erally characteristic of all contemporary societies (see Table 5.2). The 
exception to the trend. Great Britain, is, with the United States, the 
most ad\anced in this process. The slight increase in the size of the 
self-employed in Great Britain over the 1960-78 period as well as in 
the Inited States from 1970 to 1980 suggests that in these two 
countries, where the self-employed are the smallest of any major 
countr) in the world, the process of appropriation of the traditional 
petty bourgeoisie might be reaching its limits. It is notable that the 
' ' P ro P° r ri°n stabilized in the 1970s at approximately the same 
rate at which the British proportion stabilized earlier. It is more 
1 6 uIj owever ' that * n cases only a temporary plateau has been 
f n I?’ ™ ther l ? an a P 6 ™ 1306 ™ stabilization attained. It might 
well be the case that, at the prevailing level of technology and risk. 
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capital finds it more profitable to indirectly exploit small business 
until such time as there are major technological breakthroughs. Alter¬ 
natively it might be the case that since the economic trends of the 
1960s and 1970s were relatively unfavorable to what were in the 
immediate post-World War II period the most advanced capitalist 
countries fi.e., exceptionally high levels of unemployment existed), 
people were forced to create either their own means of survival or 
accept low incomes in their small businesses for want of alternatives. 

The traditional petty bourgeoisie was largely destroyed by: first, 
great increases in productivity that occurred within the monopoly 
corporations (a result of the funds they had available to introduce the 
most efficient machinery and thus produce on a large-scale basis, 
taking advantage of economies of scale); second, the abilities of the 
monopoly corporations through national advertising, agreements for 
bulk shipments with commercial haulers and suppliers, and so forth 
to secure most of the market; and third, the use of their monopoly 
power to drive small proprietors out of business (e.g., by temporarily 
selling goods below their costs of production in order to drive mar¬ 
ginal businesses bankrupt, then later increasing prices to make up 
the losses). The inability of the family proprietors to successfully 
compete against the wealthy corporations with their immense re¬ 
sources forced most to give up business and either become workers 
or merge into the rapidly expanding "new middle class" (this latter 
usually by sending sons to college). 

The general business conditions of small business are given by 
external forces. Most of the goods sold by small retailers as well as 


TABLE 5.2: The Independent Petty Bourgeoisie In the 

Advanced Capitalist Countries, 1960 and 1978 



Canada 

U.S. 

Japan 

Australia 

France' 

I960 

18.1% 

17.3% 

27.4% 

18.6% 

30.5% 


(1964) 



(1964;* 


1978 

10.7 

10.8 

20.3 

17*4 

17*3 


West Germany 

Italy 

Sweden 

United Kingdom 


1960 

15.6% 

29.5% 

14.7% 

9.0% 





(1967) 



1970 

12.6 

266 

10.1 

10.2 



Data for France are for all self-employed (of both sexes) plus unpaid family 
workers. 

Note. Self-employed males as a percentage of the employed male population. 
ources Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Labour 
Force Statistics. 1960-71 (1973) and 1967-78 (1980. 
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equipment and supplies bought are produced by monopoly corpora¬ 
tions, which in good measure thus establish prices. 

Further the conditions imposed by banks for the loans necessary to 
improve their operation puts considerable constraints on both types 
of small businesses. Small businesses, moreover, (unlike monopoly 
corporations) have no control over the prices they can charge (their 
prices are set by markets). They thus tend to be subject to a squeeze 
between the rising costs of supplies and the competitive price of 
what the market will bear. Stiff competition from monopoly enter¬ 
prises tends to drive most such operations out of business (especially 
in times of economic recession). 

Small retail businesses typically must, in good part, eschew 
modernization in favor of developing ties based on personal considera¬ 
tions (e.g., being on a first-name basis with customers, offering 
personalized advice). Such businesses can not afford large and diverse 
inventories, but must rather focus on those products with the highest 
turnover (thus resulting in overlapping inventories among competing 
small businesses). To survive, retail businesses must not only charge 
prices higher than large chain stores, but they must often sell inferior 
goods or skimp on services as well (this proves to be especially true 
in minority and poor areas where lack of good transport forces much 
of the local population to shop in such stores). Such practices quite 
naturally often result in tensions between the minority and poor 
clientele and the proprietors, (manifested in vandalism, shoplifting, 
and robberies on the one hand, and racism, enthusiasm for law and 
order, antiwelfare sentiment, and so forth on the other). 

Small farmers, those who (with their immediate family) do (more 
or less) at least half of the physical labor on the farm themselves, 
survived relatively well (in comparison with urban artisans and 
retailers) through the mid-twentieth century. This has been the case 
in part because agricultural technology has lagged behind industrial 
technology, thus keeping ownership of farm equipment within reach 
of a significant number of family farmers (with heavy financing by 
banks), and because the state has heavily subsidized this sector 
through agricultural price supports and restrictions on corporate 
farming (for reasons of legitimation). However, fewer and fewer 
farmers are able to survive, and the corporations are increasingly 
taking over this sector as well. The surviving family farmers who 
still do most of the farming are ever more closely integrated into 
monopoly capitalist institutions. Basic production and expansion 
decisions must increasingly be approved by the banks and processers 
as most family farmers are gradually being reduced to the equivalent 
of franchise holders. 
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Business enterprises in the United States are mostly very small, 
with most sales concentrated in the hands of a small number of giant 
corporations In 1976, 64.6 percent of all businesses in the United 
S ta te S gmsed less than $25,000 (all these businesses together ac¬ 
counted' for a grand total of 1.5 percent of total business receipts). 
Further 84.3 percent of all businesses accounted for just 5.3 percent 
of all business receipts. On the other hand, businesses that grossed 
over $1 million accounted for 80.9 percent of all business receipts 
(U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 556). The process of con¬ 
centration is ongoing. . 

The concentration process in retailing is revealed in figures for 
sales and payroll per establishment. Sales per establishment increased 
from $807,000 in 1929 (in 1967 dollars) to $2,007,000 in 1977. Mean¬ 
while the total payroll per establishment with wage and salaried 
workers increased from $11,200 (in 196/ dollars) in 1939 to $33,900 in 
1977. The decline of the traditional petty bourgeoisie is reflected in 
Table 5.3, which shows the trends in retail businesses in the United 
States from 1929 to 1977. After increasing significantly during the 
Great Depression (when unemployed workers turned to establishing 
marginal retail businesses), the number of retail establishments in 
the United States has stayed virtually constant at 1.8 million. There 
has been a decline, however, in those stores that do not employ any 
workers (i.e., utilize only the labor of the owner and that of unpaid 
family workers). There were 753,000 of these latter enterprises in 
1939 and 551,000 in 1977. It should thus be noted that while 43 
percent of all retail stores were such exclusively family operations in 
1939, this had declined to 30 percent by 1977 (see Table 5.3). 

There has been a significant and continual decline since 1939 in 
the number of grocery stores as marketing comes to increasingly take 
place through supermarkets. While there were 388,000 grocery stores 
in the United States in 1939, there were only 179,000 in 1977. The 
number of restaurants, on the other hand has consistently risen, 
from 170,000 in 1939 to 274,000 in 1977. 

A growing group among “independent businessmen 1 ’ are the 
franchise holders (from oil companies, restaurant chains, grocery 
chains, hardware chains, and so forth). In 1980, roughly 25 percent of 
all retail businesses were franchises (and thus their owners were 
fundamentally accountable to the corporations that had real economic 
power). This includes almost 90 percent of gasoline stations and 
about 25 percent of all restaurants (but only about 10 percent of 
grocery stores). The number of franchises increased by almost 25 
perceni from 1970 to 1980. The growth of franchises has been the 
most rapid in restaurants (more than doubling from 1970 to 1980) 
and in grocery stores. On the other hand the number of gasoline 
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franchises has declined, together with the number of gasoline stations 
(U.S, Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 847). Most franchise holders 
must follow strict rules set by their parent corporations concerning 
how business is to be conducted, what the product must look like, 
the architecture of buildings, pricing, and so forth. The parent 
corporation typically sets retail prices as well. Such franchises are 
eagerly sought after, however, because of the advantages national 
advertising and consequent brand loyalty brings as well as the cost 
savings involved in bulk buying and high productivity. Although a 
franchise holder has little basic control over his business, since profit 
depends on gross income, he is highly motivated to work long hours, 
give his all to increase sales, conscientiously supervise staff, and so 
forth. 

The franchise form seems to be becoming the model for virtually 
the entire petty bourgeois business sector (except the services). In 
order to survive, small businesses must become integrated into, and 
subordinant to, the decision-making processes of the monopoly 
corporations and financial institutions. They become increasingly 
subordinate to their suppliers and distributors who are able to estab¬ 
lish national product identification and monopoly power, in both 
supply and distribution markets, and to the banks that coordinate 
and regulate production through credit. 

The medical and legal professional sector of independent business 
has been largely able to resist such dependence through development 
of a cooperative form — partnership as well as common ownership of 
law offices and medical centers. Nevertheless, the direct employment 
b\ corporations and the state of these professionals is expanding. 
Thus this sector too is slowly either being transformed into part of 
the new middle class or slowly becoming the equivalent of privileged 
vassals of the corporations (often working on a retainer basis). 

A different picture is obtained when examining the service sector 

the independent petty bourgeoisie. After growing only slightly 

more rapidly than the population from 1933 to the end of the 1960s, 

it grew very rapidly in the 1970s (from 1,188.000 service establish- 

ment in to 1,83b, 000 in 1977). The growth since 1948 in the 

urn r of such businesses that do not employ anyone other than the 

owner has been especially rapid (the opposite trend from retail 

r,J^f SSeS; F [° m 535 '°°° service enterprises in 1958, one-person 

1077 rPt m **“**» increased to 667,000 in 1967 and 1,110,000 in 

' " 1 e 1958 .55 percent of all service establishments were one- 

thp crrnu-^ ra * 10 L S ’ m percent were). It appears that it was 

rhp rWim ° ( u sector that accounted for the virtual stagnation of 

ernwrh h* ° the inde P en d ent petty bourgeoisie in the 1970s—the 

and retail pTt- hi 01 E! enSating ^ 0r cont ’ nua l decline of agricultural 
ana retail establishments (see Table 5.4). 
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The subsectors of the service sector that have experienced the 
most rapid growth have been amusement and entertainment (96,000 
in 1967 and 177.000 in 1977), auto repair (110,000 in 1967, and 
200,000 in 1977), and above all "business services" (advertising, 
managerial consulting, and so forth, with 212,000 in 1967 and 458,000 
in 1977). For the most part these occupations are relatively labor 
intensive with small amounts of capital necessary for entry. In many 
cases (as in restaurants, the major expanding retail subsector) they 
depend on a considerable component of creativity, uniqueness, indivi¬ 
dual responsibility, and personal relations with customers for success. 
The rise of such independent businesses in the face of the decline of 
both the farming and retail petty bourgeoisie is, in part, a result of 
the significantly higher unemployment of the 1970s that drove many 
people to create their own alternatives to employment by others and, 
in part, a result of the increasingly technical and centralized corpora¬ 
tions’ inability to provide the certain special services as cheaply and 
conveniently as can individual consultants, entertainers, and repair 
people. 


The Decline and Transformation of Family Farming 

Over the twentieth century there has been a continual (and in 
the 1970s accelerated) concentration of agriculture in the United 
States. In 1920, the average farm size was about 150 acres, in 1950 
about 200, but in 1980, about 450 acres (New York Times, February 
1, 1981, ES). The average assets of a farm (land, buildings, equip¬ 
ment, and livestock) have increased dramatically over the course of 
the twentieth century. While in 1910 the average assets of a farm 
totaled 312,200 (1967 dollars) and in 1950, $21,500; by 1978 it had 
grown to 3125,600 (see Table 5.5). 

In 1974, 58 percent of all U.S. farmland was held in units of 
1,000 acres or more by 6.7 percent of all farms. In 1900, 0.8 percent 
of all farms and 24 percent of all farmland was in units of 1,000 
acres or more (see Table 5.6). There has been a steady tendency for 
the average size of farms to increase as well as for farmland to 
become concentrated in large capital-intensive units. In 1980, the 
largest 20 percent of farms accounted for 80 percent of all farm 
1 , S f° ?£l ew J ork Tmes ' February 8, 1981, p. 20). In California 
, e 3.7 percent of alt farms farmed 59 percent of the 

th S"J fN ^y Y ° rk l tmes > A P riI 1. 1981, p. 34). In 1962. about two- 
wit L | ca , e ‘’ ^’htered in the United states came from feedlots 

with nvpr i (wi u J ? ' n tw o-thirds came from feedlots 

ofthettnmn 0 head ' Burbach and Flynn, 1980, p. 32). About 16,000 
of all ppctq m ,^'P rodu '“ i ng farms (5.5 percent) sold about 93 percent 
Kg- e United States in 1980 (New York Times , February 
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1 1981, E3). In 1980, about 25 percent of U.S. farm production 
(including most seed crops, vegetables for processing, citrus fruit, 
chickens, and milk) was controlled by processors (either through ver¬ 
tical arrangements, contracting, or direct ownership of production). 

The rural petty bourgeoisie has rapidly declined throughout the 
twentieth century. In 1910 34.9 percent of the U.S. population lived 
on farms, by 1950 this had declined to 15.3 percent. In 1978, it was 
only 3.7 percent. In 1900. there were 10.1 million farm owners and 
unpaid family workers laboring in agriculture in the United States. 
In 1950. there were still 7.6 million. But by 1978, they had declined 
to 2.1 million. The most rapid decline in the rural petty bourgeoisie 
has occurred since 1950, The number of farms in the United States 
has steadily declined since the 1930s. While there were 6.5 million in 
1930 and 5.6 million in 1950. there were only 2.7 million in 1978 (see 
Table 5.5). 

In spite of the concentration of agricultural production the ratio 
of wage workers in agriculture to total family workers actually 
declined slightly until the 1970s, when it increased significantly. 
While there were 0.307 wage workers in agriculture for each family 
worker in 1950, there were 0.464 in 1978 (see Table 5.5). The banks, 
corporations and large farmers have found it more profitable to 
preserve family farming (on an ever larger and more capital-intensive 
scale) than to directly take over; while the family farmers, for the 
most part, are willing to work considerably more hours for less pay 
than would wage workers (thus large numbers of family farmers are 
quite marginal). 

A large number of the remaining farms are worked only on 
weekends and after work by workers who get most of their income 
from wage labor. Through the 1960s and 1970s approximately one- 
third of family farmers held wage jobs working for someone else. A 
significant number of small farm households in the 1970s received 
the majority of their income from off-farm sources. In 1979, approx- 

TABLE 5.6: The Increasing Size of U.S. Farms 

Percentage of Farms with Percentage of Farmland in 
1000 or More Acres Farms of 1,000 or More Acres 


0.6% 23.8% 

1.3 28.0 

2.2 42.6 

3.7 49.4 

5.5 54.4 

67_ 58.1 

Sources : U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 691; 1975a. p. 467. 
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imately 17 percent of all multiple jobholders in the United States 
were family farmers—mostly with their secondary job in agriculture 
(U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 401). 

Family farmers' preference for the farm life and independence is 
shown by the gap between the earnings of self-employed farmers and 
other sections of the work force. In 1978 self-employed farmers’ 
median earnings were about $7,500 per year. This contrasts with 
$12,133 for all workers in the United States (see Table 5.9). The 
willingness of small farmers to work for so little renumeration as 
well as to mobilize their wives and children as unpaid family workers 
in order to survive proves extremely profitable for the corporations. 
If they directly took over the operation of farms, their labor costs 
would increase considerably. 

Agriculture has become increasingly capital intensive as ever 
more expensive equipment and expensive up-to-date feed, fertilizers, 
seeds, petroleum, and so forth have become necessary to survive. 
Given the competitive markets in which farmers must sell their 
goods, and the limited amount of their own resources, they are forced 
to turn to the banks to finance the innovations necessary to increase 
productivity, and thus keep their heads above water. The farmers 
that fail to innovate will soon find that their costs of production 
exceed the price of the commodities they produce. Each year large 
numbers of farmers find they are no longer able to meet their pay¬ 
ments to the banks and consequently go bankrupt or sell out to their 
competitors. 

Small farmers are increasingly indebted to the banks. They thus 
become ever more subordinate, losing control over the basic decision¬ 
making process. Total farm debt grew from about $25 billion in 1960 
to about $55 billion in 1970 to almost $160 billion in 1980. The ratio 
of debt to gross farm income has risen significantly. While the ratio 
averaged roughly 2.5 to 1 through the 1960s and early 1970s, by the 
late 1970s it had grown to about 4.5 to 1. In 1980 interest payments 
accounted for 12 percent of the farmers’ total production expenses 
(New York Times, February 8, 1981, p. 20). 

Some corporate giants have come to exert control over family 
farms through contract growing, leasing land, and maintaining 
monopolies on equipment supply. The two leading farm equipment 
manufacturers, International Harvester and Caterpiller Tractor, have 
a virtual monopoly over modern farm equipment. Tenneco, the largest 
single corporate farm, owns more than a million acres of dry grazing 
land in the Southwest, most of which it leases out to tenant farmers. 
It leases another 125,000 acres of irrigated land (and farms 25,000 
acres directly). It finds it more profitable to lease its land than to 
directly manage it (New York Times, February 1, 1981, E3; April 1, 
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con,racl fr?^iSpendent growers of fruit, vegetables, and 
^“n.ttu bw^ U isTheTar^f grower and shipper of fable 

S 1 in h the United States, accounting for about 15 percent of the 
grapes m the l April 1. 1981, p. 34). In addition, 

""l 10 “ M 

Mom^Ts another maior corporation heavily involved in agriculture. 
BuMhis corporation! too. concentrates on contractmg. processtng. 
snri Daekaeing, rather than on direct production. 

ftrm cooperatives, increasingly controlled by the biggest farmers 
(and increasingly acting like corporations), have also come to play a 
growing role in family farming. While the number of arms in the 
United States declined from 5.6 million in 19o0 “ 
the membership of farm supply cooperatives increased from 2.5 to 3d 
million. While the membership of farm marketing cooperattw declined 
from 4.1 million to 2.7 million (U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a 
d 704) In 1974-75, 75 percent of all dairy products, 40 percent of all 
grains and soybeans, and 25 percent of all fruits and nuts were sold 
through cooperatives, In 1980, about 25 percent of a 1 production 
supplies purchased by farmers (e.g., fertilizers chemicals, feed) were 
bought through cooperatives (New York Times, February 1.1981). 

The largest farmers' co-op is Farmland Industries (eight y-seventh 
on the Fortune 1980 list of the top 500 corporations). Farmlands 
enterprises include oil wells, refineries, pipelines, fertilizer plants, 
insurance agencies, a large pork-processing facility, and a marketing 
subsidiary ( Fortune , April 20. 1981, p. 150). The fastest growing 
cooperative is Land O’Lakes (a marketer of dairy, poultry, and oil 
crops for 180,000 farmers in the north central states). In 1980 Land 
O’Lakes ranked one hundred forty-second on the Fortune list of the 
500 biggest corporations in the United States (New \ork Times, 

February l, 1981, E3). , 

The high risk associated with agriculture because of the variabil¬ 
ity of crops, combined with the still relatively semiindustrial and 
labor-intensive nature of most agricultural production (especially fruit 
and vegetable production) has inhibited the megacorporations from 
directly appropriating and running most farmland in the United 
States. The systems of supply, contracting, lending, and marketing 
mean that the small farmers absorb most of the risk, while working 
especially hard to keep their heads above water. The corporations are 
relieved of the difficult tasks of supervision of semiindustrial opera¬ 
tions, while the labor of coordination is performed much cheaper (and 
in a highly self-motivated fashion) than corporate salaried executives 
and foremen would be able to perform the same operations. Family 
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farming, through a combination of corporate penetration, bank super¬ 
vision, and cooperation, has been largely reduced to a franchise 
operation in everything but name. 


THE RISE OF THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS 

From the early period of capitalism until the latter half of the 
twentieth century, the secondary component of the middle class was 
the salaried administrative and professional personnel in the offices 
of commercial and industrial enterprises. The typical small capitalist 
enterprise traditionally employed a handful of bookkeepers and clerks 
to keep records, manage correspondence, and help with purchases, 
sales, and supervision. Such early office workers were intermediate 
in their control over labor power. They shared in the power of the 
owner (as reflected in the real possibilities of succeeding the owner 
as proprietor or successfully establishing their own business). Their 
superior position was manifested in their high salaries and preroga¬ 
tives vis-a-vis the workers, and in their superior all-around technical 
knowledge of the business. These early office workers shared in 
performing the function of the capitalists, coordinating the labor 
power of others. 

Gradually, however, over the course of the latter part of the 
nineteenth century, a class of managers evolved out of the early 
office workers, a class which came to accumulate considerable power 
over labor power, while the vast majority were reduced to mere 
clerical and sales workers with no significant control over either 
their own labor power or the labor power of others. This latter 
stratum thus separated from the middle class, merging instead with 
the working class (as its clerical and sales sector), increasingly 
equivalent to the majority of blue-collar workers. (There is no longer 
a distinction in the nature of the labor process between a machine 
operator in an office and a typical factory worker.) The labor of this 
“white-collar proletariat” has been routinized and deprived of any 
supervisory role controlling the labor power of others. Thus, out of 
the early bookkeepers and clerks evolved a large and growing sector 
of the working class as well as both the managerial section of the 
capitalist class and the managers and supervisors who make up the 
managerial sector of the middle class. 

The functions of the new middle class came to be in good part 
different from those of the old middle class. The old middle class was 
engaged primarily in producing material goods (foods, manufactures) 
and in sales. Under monopoly conditions these functions came to be 
performed by the expanded working class under the supervision of 
the managerial strata of the new middle class (with the technical 
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t nmfpssional strata of scientists and engineers). Thus, 
advice of he pw . , h idd i e c i ass were bifurcated, with 

the traditional functions accruing tQ the white 

the memaKmanu d funct j ons of the new middle class were 

“^Jbv”heSc of monopoly capitalism and its state and 
created b) the k the traditional functions of the middle 

corresponded rat expansion of higher education, scientific 

Class. For example , effor , . finance, and the qualita- 

research and allocate . and plan the labor 

process meanube creation of large segments of the new middle class 
S in supervision, teaching, advents,ng, banking, research, 

dKi The a d d eveCment of modern monopoly capitalism in the advanced 
w involved a number of processes that have led to the 
countries managerial and professional subsectors of the 

^rld.e"hrSde : first! the need to control the lata 
process of the working class in order to regulate and coordinate it in 
tSerest of maximizing productivity and control (and hence profit), 
second the rapid rate of technological innovation stimulated by the 
competitive pursuit of profit; third, the "realization problem, includ¬ 
ing need for more advertising and redesign ("the sales effort ) 
the growing role of credit and financing, and the expanding role of 
the monopoly capitalist state in pumping money into the economy m 
order to counteract the tendency toward overproduction/undercon¬ 
sumption and economic stagnation (endemic in monopoly capitalism), 
fourth, the "legitimation problem,’’ or the need to secure the loya y 
of both the masses of the middle and working class through we are 
programs and mass education and the mass media (and in case at 
failure, the police); fifth, in some countries (like the United states) 
much more than in others (like Japan) the militarization of society 
and the consequent need for more scientific and administrative per¬ 
sonnel; and sixth, the greater wealth of all classes, which provides 
more discretionary income spendable on leisure, entertainment, boo s, 
professional services, and so forth, These structural trends have 
effected a rapid increase in both the new middle class and the semi 
professional sector of the working class (e.g., technicians, primary 
and secondary schoolteachers, nurses, social workers, the rank-an 
file police, and so on), 

The logic of profit maximization in the ever -expanding monopoly 
corporations has dictated the rapid growth of the managerial stratum 
that functions to efficiently deploy and coordinate labor power. 
Complex hierarchies of supervisors and managers have been created 
to regulate all aspects of the labor process. This process has resulted 
in the rapid growth of the corporate managerial stratum of the petty 
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bourgeoisie over the course of the twentieth century. The managerial 
sector of the petty bourgeoisie working for the corporations has 
increased greatly. In 1940 the private sector salaried managerial 
stratum represented only 10.8 percent of the entire petty bourgeoisie 
(as measured by the U.S. census categories rather than the reanalyzed 
categories used in Table 5.7), while by 1970 it had grown to 20.4 
percent (see Table 5.7). The total number of non farm salaried man¬ 
agers and state administrators (as defined by U.S. Census aggregate 
categories) rose from 1.5 million in 1940 to 2.9 million in 1960 and 6.8 
million in 1978 (see Table 5.7). 

Monopoly capitalist society has an endemic propensity to produce 
goods valued at more than people are paid in wages and salaries (and 
thus are able to buy) because of the tendency for corporations to 
reduce costs (ultimately mostly wages) while increasing, or at least 
maintaining, profits. In order to combat this tendency the corpora¬ 
tions increasingly engage in advertising (generalized propaganda to 
buy as well as propaganda to buy specific goods), expanding credit 
and financing as well as continuing style changes designed to induce 
people to go into debt rather than save money; the state facilitates 
consumer buying power by expanding social services as well as 
military spending and other forms of aid to the corporations, such as 
"foreign assistance,” research and development support, and direct 
subsidies and loan guarantees to take up the slack left by the private 
economy. The expansion of the sales effort generates large numbers 
of advertising personnel, high-level salesmen, and sales managers as 
well as bank managers and others in finance. Meanwhile, govern¬ 
ment’s efforts result in rapid expansion of welfare administrators as 
well as military officers and civilian bureaucrats, scientists, engi¬ 
neers, and college professors and administrators. In 1970, 5.9 percent 
of the petty bourgeoisie (1.4 percent of the employed male population) 
plus another 3.6 percent of the entire male population employed in 
the sales subsector of the intermediate strata, were engaged in per¬ 
forming finance, accounting, advertising, and sales functions (see 
Table 5.8). Reflecting the rapid growth of this sector of the petty 
bourgeoisie has been the total number of accountants and auditors in 
the United States, which rose from 23,000 in 1900 to 238,000 in 1940 
and 713,000 in 1970 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1975a, p. 140). 

The tremendous sums spent by the United States on the military, 
both to promote domestic prosperity (alleviate the endemic under¬ 
consumption problem) and to advance U.S. corporate interests around 
the world, result in the government spending vast sums on developing 
military technology and in maintaining a large standing army with 
an associated civilian bureaucracy in a supporting role (including 
intelligence services). This produces an expanded new middle class of 
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% Government 6 . 1 % 7 . 4 % 11 . 5 % 17 , 0 % — 

% Self-employed 75 . 3 % 65 . 4 % 50 . 3 % 37 . 0 % 29 . 0 % 
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TABLE 5 . 8 - T„. Structure ol the U.S. Middle Class In 1970 


Salaried Salaried 


Administrators, managers. 

18.5% 

0.2 

47% 

20.6% 

43.8% 

and proprietors 
of which farm 

0.0 

9.9 

10*1 

Technical and Scientific 
professionals 

10.4 

3.2 

0.4 

14.0 

Professionals who repro¬ 

57 

2.8 

2,1 

10.6 

duce social relations 
Specialists in finance, 

0.5 

5,9 

47 

07 

accounting, and control 


Total professional and 

432 

12.6 

26.5 

82,3 

managerial 



No n p rof essi onal/ no n m an- 

_d 


177 

177 

agerial self-employed 



4.1 

4.1 

of which sales 



7.0 

7.0 

of which crattsworkers 
Total c 

Total in absolute number 0 
Middle class as % of 

432 

5767,000 

12,6 

1,680,000 

44.2 

5,889,000 

100.0 

13,336,000 

economically active 
population in each 
category 

16.5 

25.0 

100.0 

28.0 


a Excluding unpaid family workers. 

6 This category includes religious workers, lawyers and judges, a or re _ 
experts, social scientists, social science and humanities teachers, authors, par 
public relations personnel, and so forth. 

including occupations not listed separately. 

d Data not available. .. . 

Wore: Reconceptualized U.S. Census categories, male occupational structure. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970c, Table 43. 


civilian and military administrators, engineers, scientists, and univer¬ 
sity professors and administrators. , 

The competition among the giant corporations for markets ana 
cost reduction, together with their immense resources, has resulted 
in considerable funds being allocated to technical improvement an 
innovation, both those designed to increase product performance, an 
those designed merely to sell goods {style changes). Iechnologica 
innovation has become a planned and systematic process in which 
science has been integrated into the needs of capital accumulation 
with the development of organized research and development appa^ 
ratus (both private and publicly funded or subsidized) to spee 
technological innovation. This process has resulted in the rapit 
expansion of engineers, scientists, architects, and so forth. 
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The technical and scientific sector of the petty bourgeoisie 
represented 14.0 percent of the middle class in 1970 (and 3.5 percent 
of the entire employed male population). In 1970 approximately 74 
percent of this stratum were employed by private industry, while 23 
percent worked for the state (and only about 3 percent were self- 
employed). The largest group here is comprised of engineers. While in 
1900 there were only 38,000 engineers in the United States, and in 
1940 there were 297,000, by 1970 there were 1.2 million (U.S. Depart¬ 
ment of Commerce 1975a, p. 140). 

Last, in order to win and hold the support of both the middle and 
the laboring classes, the capitalist class (as the ruling class) has had 
to radically expand a wide range of welfare programs in response to 
the demands of the underlying population for a better life. Failure to 
do so would result in growing alienation from the capitalist system 
and the growth of massive disruptive and effective socialist move¬ 
ments, rather than the defusion and integration of oppositional forces 
into the system. As a result of massive government spending directed 
to removing the harsh edges of capitalism and ensuring a materially 
tolerable life for the majority, the number of medical doctors, social 
welfare administrators, administrators in farm support programs, 
and so forth has radically increased. Also in response to the need to 
secure and keep the loyality of the masses of people in the face of 
potentially considerable skepticism about the justice of the monopoly 
capitalist system, the educational and public relations establishments 
have been radically increased. Primary and secondary education has 
become universal, higher education expanded, public relations depart¬ 
ments developed by corporations, and state-sponsored radio and tele¬ 
vision (which in good part must be considered an attempt to persuade) 
promoted. Finally, active opposition to the business system in certain 
circles (e.g., youth, minorities) manifested in riots and "terrorism," 
increasing crime rates (and general disrespect for corporate and state 
property among the poorer laboring classes), has resulted in the 
expansion of the police. The need to secure legitimacy and social 
order has resulted in the rapid expansion of public relations personnel 
in industry, the development of a state-employed professional middle 
class of university teachers, administrators, media administrators, 
and a wide range of professionals as well as police officials and 
specialists (see Ehrenreich and Ehrenreich 1979). 

The rapid expansion of the state’s role in monopoly capitalist 
society (both for war and legitimation) has resulted in a corresponding 
growth in the number of state managers and administrators. In 1970 
this group represented 4.7 percent of the petty bourgeoisie (and 1.2 
percent of the entire employed male population). As measured by U.S. 
census categories, the number of state administrators grew from 
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229 000 (1.9 percent of the petty bourgeoisie) in 1940 to 640,000 (4.0 

percent) in 1970 (see Table 5.7). . . 

The growing importance of legitimation for monopoly capitalist 
societv has resulted in the rapid growth of all three sections of those 
professionals whose social function is to legitimate, and hence repro¬ 
duce social relations. In 1970, 10.6 percent of the petty bourgeoisie 
(and 2 7 percent of the entire male population) were specialists in 
these functions. About 54 percent of these were directly employed by 
private business. 26 percent by the state, while 20 percent were self- 
employed {see Table 5.8). Social scientists grew from 36,000 in 1950 
to 110,000 in 1970. Social workers grew from 77,000 in 1950 to 
221,000 in 1970; personnel and labor relations personnel grew from 
53,000 in 1950 to 296,000 in 1970 (U.S. Department of Commerce 
1975b, pp. 140-41). 

The new middle class as a whole in 1970 accounted for 56 
percent of the entire petty bourgeoisie and 14 percent of the entire 
employed male population; while the independent petty bourgeoisie 
accounted for 44 percent of the petty bourgeoisie and 11 percent of 
the employed male population (see Table 5.8). As measured by the 
U.S. Census categories (which include semiprofessionals together 
with the true middle class), the professional and managerial strata 
increased from 8.4 percent of the employed male population in 1940 
to 23.9 percent in 1978; while the independent petty bourgeoisie 
declined from 25.9 percent to 9.7 percent. In 1940 the traditional 
petty bourgeoisie was three times larger than the salaried managerial 
and professional sector, in 1960 the two parts of the petty bourgeoisie 
were about equal in size, but by 1978 the professional managerial 
sector (which here includes semiprofessionals) was twice the size of 
the independent sector—a radical reversal (see Table 5.8). 

It is of considerable interest to note that the increase in the new 
middle class and the salaried intermediate strata has been approx¬ 
imately of the same size as the shrinkage in the old petty bourgeoisie. 
This is manifested in the total size of the petty bourgeoisie (plus 
salaried intermediaries) remaining relatively constant as a percentage 
of the total employed population. Men in middle class plus inter¬ 
mediate positions represented 34 percent of the employed population 
in 1940, 33 percent in 1950, 31 percent in 1960, 33 percent in 1970, 
and 34 percent in 1978 (as measured by U.S, Census categories). 
Applying the ratio of the salaried professional and managerial middle 
class as defined from the reconceptualized U.S. Census categories 
used in Table 5.8 to that defined by the aggregate U.S. Census 
categories Iwhich include the intermediate strata) used in Table 5.7 
*P- 73) reveals that the true middle class has averaged roughly 28 
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percent of the employed male population of the United States from 
1950 to 1980. Declining from 32 percent in 1940, the (estimated) size 
of the true petty bourgeoisie (as a percentage of the male labor force) 
was 29 percent in 1950, 27 percent in 1960, 28 percent in 1970, and 
27 percent in 1978. Considering the nonemployed underclass as well 
as differential unemployment, this means that roughly one-fourth of 
the U.S. people have been in middle class positions through the 
entire post-World War II period. 

This constancy in the face of radical changes in its new and old 
components strongly suggests that the petty bourgeoisie as a whole 
is a single coherent class with a defined intermediate position in the 
class structure between capital and labor. The functions of the petty 
bourgeoisie formerly performed individually are being socialized 
(including the transfer of many functions formerly performed by the 
family farmer to such salaried professional and managerial positions 
as financiers, advertising experts, scientists, agronomists, managers 
of agricultural implement, fertilizer, food processing and distributing 
firms, and so forth) while their old more menial functions have come 
to be concentrated in the working class. 


THE PETTY BOURGEOISIE AS A SOCIAL CLASS 

Because of their common economic situation (vis-a-vis control 
over labor power), the various segments of the petty bourgeoisie (old 
and new) tend to experience life in essentially similar ways (essen¬ 
tially different from either capitalists or workers). Their similar class 
situation tends to put them in social contact with each other on more 
or less equal terms, while socially isolating them from workers and 
capitalists. They thus tend to establish friendship networks and 
intermarry across subclass lines (and relatively rarely with workers 
or capitalists) as well as to develop a common life-style, class culture, 
values, and policies. Nevertheless, there are significant variations 
among the various segments of this class in terms of class conscious¬ 
ness, income, life-styles, values, culture, and, not least of all, politics. 

Professionals (both salaried and independent) and managers tend 
to be more socially coherent than most of the independent business 
sector. The former groups (together with the more successful of 
small businessmen) tend to live in more or less homogeneous middle 
class neighborhoods and to mix socially with people in similar posi¬ 
tions. On the other hand, the majority of small proprietors and small 
farmers tend to live in more or less working class or heterogeneous 
farming communities. A percentage of independent proprietors (larger 
than either employed or self-employed professionals) come from 
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working class families, have working class friends, and are socially 
integrated into working class networks (Hamilton 1972, chap. 9; 1975, 
chap. 2). In many ways then the highest level of the middle class 
(managerial, professional, and better-off independent business-men) 
tend to form relatively isolated class communities, often living in 
segregated neighborhoods on the edge of large cities (with their 
children attending the highest quality public schools and univer¬ 
sities). 

The greater social homogeneity of the salaried middle classes is 
manifested in a higher level of class consciousness in this stratum. 
Considerably more new middle class people than old petty bourgeois 
people identify themselves as "middle class.” In 1977 in the United 
States 62 percent of new middle class people, in comparison with 47 
percent of the traditional petty bourgeoisie (and 26 percent of manual 
workers) identified themselves as “middle class.” On the other hand, 
only 22 percent of the new middle class, in comparison with 43 
percent of the old petty bourgeois and 6 percent of manual workers 
identified themselves as working class (see Table 3.11). 

There is a considerable variation in incomes within the petty 
bourgeoisie, both among its three major sectors and within them. On 
the average the highest income sector of the middle class is the self- 
employed professionals (e.g., self-employed doctors and lawyers), who 
in 1978 had a median income of $22,511 a vear (that many did 
considerably better is reflected in the mean earnings of $28,132)’ The 
loweslearnings sector is farmers, who in 1978 earned an average of 
only $7,537 a year. Proprietors in the nonfarm sectors had a median 
income of $11,640 (and a mean income of $15,202, indicating a signif* 
icant number of high incomes), while salaried managers and admin¬ 
istrators averaged $19,380 and employed professionals averaged 
$15,202 (see Table 5.9), Salaried professionals are thus seen to be 
intermediate in income between the independent professionals and 
employed managers on the one hand and independent proprietors and 
family farmers on the other. 

, relatively low income of so much of the independent middle 
class (both self-employed proprietors and family farmers averaged 
ess than the median income for all employed persons) stems from 
e competitive pressure of banks, large farms, and monopoly corpora- 
suc giant supermarkets, chain stores and assembly-line 
T u , cers ' ° can P r °duce the goods and services they supply more 
"3/ a T ? d thus f ° rce such smal! Proprietors to live on marginal 
rtent mfaai iS 1 t ^ pi f a ’ n ^"professional subsector of the indepen- 
rhiirfrpro 6 a f S ^ or L t ^ ie ent ’ re family to be employed (husband, wife, 
buS v " h ,„ , r work long i" order to keep the 

into the working dass) PreVent tankruptc >’ and consequent “descent” 
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TABLE 5.9: Income In 1978 of Different Sectors of the Petty 
Bourgeoisie 



Salaried 

Self-Empfoyed 


Median 

Earnings 

Mean 

Earnings 

Median 

Earnings 

Mean 

Earnings 

Professionals 

Managers (nonfarm) and 

$17,153 

$18 t 988 

$22,511 

$28,132 

proprietors 

19,380 

22,447 

11,640 

15,202 

Farmers 

* 

— 

7,537 

10,075 


‘Data not available. 

Note: Men with earnings in 1978 by occupation of longest job. 

Source: US. Bureau of the Census, Consumer income of Famines and Persons 
in the United States: 1978 [Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office 1980j 
Table 56. 


The different economic prospects of the various subsectors of the 
middle class are reflected in their differential attitudes about their 
future economic situation. Small businessmen tend to be pessimistic 
about their economic future (only 29 percent in 1968 thought that 
they would be better off in a year). This compared to all other 
segments of the middle class, where 50 to 55 percent thought they 
would be better off, and to the manual working class, where 35 
percent thought they would be better off (Hamilton 1975, p. 41). 

Middle class people (both old and new) tend to be more concerned 
with their status in the general community and, especially for sal¬ 
aried managers and most professionals, with status in relation to 
their peers than are working class people, Further they are often 
overtly more concerned with their status than capitalist class people. 

Achievement is a key value in all segments of this class. It is 
generally regarded as a function of personal ability and initiative. 
Self-restraint and respectability are similarly regarded. Members of 
this class generally tend to assume that social opportunities are 
available to all those who want to take advantage of them; and that, 
therefore, the poor are responsible for their own plight. Those in the 
business sector tend to be future oriented, often tending to defer 
satisfaction of wants until sufficient money is accumulated. 

In the business sector a high premium is put on thrift, with a 
strong tendency for most profit to be reinvested in the family business 
to increase efficiency and production. The salaried professional and 
managerial sectors who are on fixed incomes, on the other hand, tend 
more to be oriented to present comsumption (since their fixed income 
and job security minimizes risk and guarantees future consumption 
without the necessity for saving, as in the working class, or accumu- 
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lation as in the traditional petty bourgeoisie). For the salaried middle 
ctass |heir home, car, and the accomplishments of their children (as 
manifested in the quality of their education and in the jobs they 
obtain) are symbols of their success and serve as a basis for social 
status among members of this stratum. The intellectual abilities and 
competitive successes of their children in school, especially in the 
professional strata, are highly esteemed since university training is 
considered a prerequisite to high-paying and respectable jobs. Al¬ 
though competition and status in all sectors of the middle class are 
central, there is little evidence, at least since World War II, that this 
is manifested in “status panic.” high levels of tension or particularly 
high tevels of stress or anxiousness about its condition (Hamilton 
1975, pp. 115, 266). 

Individualism and anticollectivism (manifested in hostility to 
unionization, antisocialism, lack of solidarity with peers, highly 
competitive and “get ahead" behavior, and attitudes toward others) 
are characteristic of all segments of this class: the self-employed, the 
salaried managers and employed professionals. But perhaps the most 
extreme individualism tends to be found in the independent petty 
bourgeoisie (especially small retailers whose very possibilities of sur¬ 
vival depend on beating the competition). 

The highly competitive conditions of the petty bourgeois business 
sector tend to make such businessmen highly suspicious and distrust¬ 
ful of each other. Studies have shown that in fact such businessmen 
tend to socialize relatively little with each other. It has also been 
noted that the economic life of this stratum tends to promote aggressive¬ 
ness and insecurity as well as a special concern with “responsibility.” 
The employed professional and managerial sectors, while still very 
much sharing the general individualism of their class, tend more to 
be career oriented, measuring their success in terms of their “upward 
mobility” within the managerial stratum (largely a function of salary 
and prestige of firm), or within one's professional subfield (largely a 
function of prestige with one's peers). But as with the traditional 
petty bourgeoisie, success in management for an individual means 
knocking off competitors for the limited number of good higher level 
positions, just as success in the professions, especially science, univer¬ 
sity teaching, architecture, and so forth, means securing tenure over 
someone else, beating someone else into print, or establishing a repu¬ 
tation by undermining someone else’s, and so forth. Success in the 
old petty bourgeoisie is largely a function of “hard work” and long 
hours (thus the high value placed on laborious work and sacrifice in 
this sector); but in the new petty bourgeoisie (especially in its profes¬ 
sional sector) this is much less the case. Here careers are made much 
more through successful ideas, interpersonal style, and connections. 


THE MIDDLE CLASS / 189 


than long hours and sweat (hence in the professional subsector, there 
is no especially high evaluation of hard work, in fact, the opposite is 
often the case, with leisure and consumption being more highly 
valued). 

The individualism and career orientation of the salaried petty 
bourgeoisie (at the expense of extended family, community ties, and 
other collective commitments) as well as the high value they put on 
education stem from the role of their values for the monopoly corpora¬ 
tions and the state that employs them. Individuals are selected and 
become successful on the basis of their motivation to train as well as 
be retrained to keep up with the latest developments in their field, to 
be flexible and adapt to new situations and technologies, and to be 
mobile in both geographical area and within their professions. The 
role of status is also a product of the distinctive class position of the 
new petty bourgeoisie. On the one hand it serves as a motive for 
performance (negative and positive) independent of income (the distri¬ 
bution of status operates to select those who perform best for capital 
or the state), and on the other, it operates to ensure compliance and 
deference from subordinates. This latter process is especially central 
for the managerial strata, where such feelings are vital to the suc¬ 
cessful supervision of others. It is also important for professionals in 
their dealings with clients (or others whom they perform services 
for). It is most useful in securing acquiesence (the ideology of 
professional expertise) when accepted by doctors’ patients, lawyers’ 
clients, teachers’ students, and so forth. 

The old petty bourgeoisie is generally the most conservative 
class, except on economic questions that directly reflect its hostility 
to big business (see Table 9.17). The more conservative strata of the 
old petty bourgeoisie tend to be independent businessmen while 
independent professionals tend to be the most progressive, at least in 
relation to general social questions. In 1968 this substratum was 
found to be the most conservative on questions having to do with 
government power (68 percent thought the United States government 
was too powerful, compared to 55 percent of independent profes¬ 
sionals, 60 percent of managers and officials, and 62 percent of 
salaried professionals); federal aid to education (29 percent were 
supportive, compared to 47 percent of independent professionals, 36 
percent of managers and officials, and 34 percent of salaried profes¬ 
sionals); and federal assistance to maintaining job and living stan¬ 
dards (26 percent of independent businessmen were supportive, 
compared to 43 percent of independent professionals, 22 percent of 
managers and officials, and 37 percent of salaried professionals) 
(Hamilton 1975, p. 55). Hamilton found, however, that when control¬ 
ling for income, the salaried managerial stratum was more conserva¬ 
tive (at each income level) than were independent businessmen. For 
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example he found that in the 1968 election 46 percent of independent 
business people (married, non-South) whose family income was be¬ 
tween $8 000 and $15,000 voted Democratic, compared to 33 percent 
of managerial and officials in the same income brackets. Similar 
results were found for those with incomes of over $15,000. Here 30 
percent of independent businessmen and 27 percent of managers and 
officials voted Democratic (Hamilton 1975, p. 65). Poorer and more 
marginal independent businesses (especially those without a payroll) 
tend to be relatively progressive (close to the working class in 
attitudes), while the larger small businesses tend to be especially 
conservative. The life experience of small independent business leads 
businessmen to fear the expansion of the public sector as a threat to 
their autonomy and privilege, while many salaried professionals and 
state administrators can welcome the expansion of the public sector 
as an opportunity to expand their authority and job prospects. 

Another issue on which the independent petty bourgeoisie histor¬ 
ically has been conservative has been the issue of civil liberties (see 
Table 9.17). Richard Hamilton and others have demonstrated that 
small business was the most supportive of McCarthyism in the 
United States and the most authoritarian as measured by support for 
banning leftists from schools and public speaking, just as they were 
the traditional basis for Fascist movements in Europe between the 
wars (see Hamilton 1975; Trow 1958). 

Monopoly capital tends (somewhat differentially) to proletarianize 
the petty bourgeoisie. The independent business sector (especially 
farmers, retailers, and artisans) are driven out of business by the 
more efficient and wealthier corporations, the remaining independent 
professionals are increasingly coordinated with monopoly capitalist 
institutions, and salaried professionals tend to be regimented in both 
the conditions of their labor and in the purposes to which their labor 
is put. Scientists are not really able to determine what kind of 
research they will do or how their work will be used because of 
corporate funding and direction of their work; university professors 
are under pressure to mass-produce educated students without raising 
fundamental criticisms of the way things are; social workers are 
forced to act like police; architects are made to design monstrosities, 
rather than socially useful buildings; engineers are required to design 
cars with planned obsolescence and factories that pollute, and so 
forth. Only the managerial stratum, a product of monopoly capital 
(and subordinated from the beginning), is relatively immune from the 
pressure. Thus, all but this latter stratum of the middle class cele¬ 
brates the ideas of security and autonomy (as they are being lost). 
Afraid of proletaryzation they have a considerable potential to oppose 
both monopoly corporations and strong labor unions and leftist move- 
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ments. The teaching load of college professors and class size go up, 
architects and engineers are subjected to increasing productivity 
demands, social workers must take on higher case loads, and so 
forth.* 

While the new petty bourgeoisie has fundamental antagonisms 
with the corporate capitalist class that controls and pressures them, 
it is not initially in as desperate a situation vis-a-vis this class as is 
the bulk of the independent petty bourgeoisie. On the other hand, the 
potential antagonism of much of the old petty bourgeoisie (namely 
those that employ a few workers) to the working class is more 
intense than is that of the new petty bourgeoisie (except perhaps its 
corporate managerial stratum). As the violently antiunion efforts of 
small growers in California and small farmers in northern Italy after 
World War I as well as the strongly antiunion efforts of small 
businessmen almost everywhere show, this class is badly hurt by 
unionization of its work force. Unionization results in wage increases 
which this sector can normally only meet at the cost of profits (it can 
not, like monopoly businesses, pass on wage increases to consumers 
by increasing prices). This class periodically becomes violently hostile 
to the socialists it sees as trying to take away the little property it 
has. The fact that the new petty bourgeoisie has already been 
‘'socialized,” i.e., has no significant private property in the means of 
production, and does not directly depend on profits to survive, makes 
a fundamental difference in their attitude about both unions and the 
socialization of private business (although not of course about the 
preservation of their own relative privileges vis-a-vis the working 
class). Unionization and the improvement in the conditions of workers 
does not adversely affect the new petty bourgeoisie so long as they 
can maintain their pay differentials (which are often geared to 
increases in union settlements). The nationalization of enterprises 
and the expansion of social services do not hurt the new petty 
bourgeoisie, but positively help it by increasing its job opportunities 
and by raising its prestige and status by elevating the importance of 
the socialized sector and expanding funds available for scientific 
research, medicine, and so forth. 

The new petty bourgeoisie, however, still tends to maintain a 
watered down ideal of a "third path" between monopoly capitalism 
and socialism. This is manifested in such things as the small is 
beautiful” trend, fighting for secure tenure for teachers and other 


•Although faulty as general analysis, in this context it is useful to examine Serge 
Mallet. Essays on the New Working Class', Andre Gorz. Strategy for Labor, and Thorstem 
Veblen, Engineers and the Price System. 
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professionals, and generally trying to increase job autonomy and 
minimize interference from administrators and owners, and so forth 
on the one hand, while preserving privileges vis-a-vis workers on the 
other. The general strike of professional workers in Sweden in 1971, 
whose goal was to restore the traditional pay differential with manual 
workers, is an important example of this latter tendency as have 
been various doctors' strikes around the world. 

Both the salaried professionals and the independent petty bour¬ 
geoisie tend to feel superior to the working class and above all its 
organizational forms (labor unions). At the same time they have 
considerable potential to oppose encroaching corporate control of their 
lives. Thus middle class ideologies and movements traditionally have 
both anticorporate and anti-working class elements. They tend to 
celebrate "the little man.” Reflecting this two-sided antagonism, 
middle class movements have tended to be hostile to both "big labor" 
and "big business." The idealic state of Jeffersonian Democracy with 
“every man a king" of his own farm, running his own business or 
being a successful doctor, lawyer, or professor, is their dream. Middle 
class movements, although often focused against the rich, are general¬ 
ly afraid of revolutionary transformation. They instead tend to 
support such demands as "fair competition" and “just criteria" for 
promotion. 

In the period between the two w r orId wars fascism became the 
leading political expression of the petty bourgeoisie (both its “old" 
and “new ’ sectors). The early Fascist movements attempted to find a 
third path that was both hostile to monopoly capitalism and social¬ 
ism. The Fascists (out of power) never tired of directing their venom 
against Communists, socialism, unions, and workers’ cooperatives, 
Which were squeezing the petty bourgeoisie from the left, and the big 
an s department stores, and corporations, which were squeezing 

1 e right. Fascist programs throughout the world have promised 
M e destruction of independent trade unions and working class 
FI 1 ? ** the breaking up of the big corporations, banks, and 
^ ai ^ States ' redistribution to the petty bourgeoisie.* 

t ough the petty bourgeoisie has often given birth to Fascist 
mo\ements (movements which are inevitably captured by the hour- 
gemsie w ene\er they achieve a massive following), the petty bour- 
b L rth t0 P rogress ' ve movements that focus their 
dem blg business. ® nce the bankruptcy of their indepen- 

U1 comes clear, such movements have often merged with 


l97\:Cwy 1935^1^]? ciass ro * e in ^ asc ' st movements see Trotsky 

- torey 1935,chap. 12; Guenn 1973, chap. 2; Schweitzer 1964; and Tasca 3966. 
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working class movements. Such have been the paths of the left wing 
of the Populist movement in the United States, which after the 
People's Party right and center were captured by the big business- 
planter controlled Democratic party in 1896, merged into the Socialist 
Party; and the progressive movements of peasants and the urban 
petty bourgeoisie that have come in good part to accept the leadership 
of Marxist parties in China, Vietnam, and other developing countries 
as well as in Italy, France, Spain, and other European countries 
(especially at the time of revolutionary crises in such countries). 
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The Historical Development 
of the Working Class 


This chapter treats the origins and transformations of the 
contemporary industrial working class in the advanced capitalist 
countries in general and in the United States in particular. Four 
fundamental revolutions in the techniques of production are exam¬ 
ined: the creation of factories to replace cottage industries, the devel¬ 
opment of machinery, the introduction of water- and steam -powered 
machinery, and the direct organization of the labor process by capital 
are examined, and their impact on shaping the evolving working 
class is treated. The evolution of the mode of control of the labor 
process from the traditional combination of master-servant relation¬ 
ships with autonomy for craftsworkers, through simple machine 
pacing (of which “Fordism" is the extreme form) and tight, simple 
supervision (of which “Taylorism" is an extreme example) and more 
sophisticated techniques of postive economic incentives and ideolog¬ 
ical manipulation, to the presently predominant systems of bureau¬ 
cratic control by rules to which workers give their explicit and/or 
implicit consent and manipulated participation and responsible auton¬ 
omy, are examined. Last, the specific history of the U.S. working 
class is examined from the introduction of the factory system in the 
1830s and 1840s (which at first mostly employed women and children 
from farm families) through the successive waves of immigrant 
workers from displaced peasant populations (from Europe through 
World War I, the South of the United States through the 1960s, and 
now largely from Latin America). The focus here is on the effect that 
such a heavy reliance on immigrant workers has had on shaping the 
unique politics of U.S. workers. 
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THE SHAPING OF THE MODERN INDUSTRIAL WORKING CLASS 

During feudalism and the predominance of the peasant mode of 
production in Europe, i.e„ before the nineteenth century in England 
and hefore the mid-nineteenth century in the rest of Western Europe, 
industrial production took place either within the guild system (with 
its rigorous rules and restrictions) or through the putting out system, 
which utilized cottage industry. The putting out system consisted of 
a merchant supplying a peasant family with raw materials, the 
peasant family processing them into a finished product, often on 
equipment owned by the peasant family, and the merchant picking 
up and further disposing of the product, paying the family for their 
contribution. Thread, cloth, and finished garments were the main¬ 
stays of the system. The putting out system represented a tran¬ 
sitional form between the guild form of production and industrial 
capitalist production. It allowed the merchants to circumvent the 
restrictions on production imposed by the guilds, thereby producing 
cheaper textiles and garments in larger quantities for expanding 
markets. The putting out system also had the advantage of giving 
the early merchant-capitalists a fixed unit cost (thus reducing 
uncertainty). The merchant-capitalists now purchased a set amount 
of labor, but labor over which they had no control.* 

Four fundamental revolutions in the means of production occur¬ 
red in the history of modern industrial capitalism, three in the period 
of the transition to capitalism and the other coincident with the rise 
of the modern monopoly corporations. First was the creation of the 
factory, in which the various handicrafts were brought together 
under one roof under the central supervision of the capitalist (with 
machinery now belonging to the capitalists). The factory system 
meant a qualitative decrease in the autonomy of workers who 
previously had been working in the putting out/home work/cottage 
industry system (mostly) or in the guilds. This system, which 
continued to use the same craft skills, labor processes, and tools as 
did handicraft production in the guilds and the home work system, 
can be called manufacture proper (i.e., hand production). 

With the introduction of factories the capitalists could ensure 
that their workers labored a set number of hours a day, and, perhaps, 
did not slack unnecessarily, but other than this they exercised little 
control over the work process. This was sufficient, however, for 


•The discussion in this section relies heavily on Balibar 1968, Edwards 1979, 
Friedman 1977, Gutman 1976, Hobsbawm 1962, 1964. Kuczynskt 1967, Polanyi 1944, 
Marx 1867, Stone 1975, and Thompson 1963. 
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reduction as well as profits to increase (compared to the putting out 
system) Profitability was also enhanced by the capitalists ability to 
order the work process, centralize the supplies of material, and keep 
records of costs, payrolls, and sales (and the consequent ability to 
keep better records of profit and loss). These early factories were for 
the most part (at least in western Europe) set up by small merchants 
or wealthy artisans typically with money borrowed from wealthy 
merchants. The textile industry was the cutting edge of the new 
factory system. The first factories generally put the finishing touches 
on the textile product <e.g., dying) or processed crucial raw material 
(carding), but soon expanded into spinning and weaving. 

The average size of factories continued to rise over the course of 
the nineteenth and early twentieth century. For example, in the 
United States in manufacturing in 1899 the average enterprise 
employed 22 nonsupervisory workers, in 1921, 34, and in 1939, 45. 
However, since the 1930s the average number of nonsupervisory 
employees in the U.S. manufacturing sector has stabilized at around 
40. In 1958 it was 39, in 1972, 43 and in 1977, 38 (see the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 1972, p. 3; U.S. Department of Commerce 
1981a, p. 805). 

The second revolution in the means of production consisted of 
the introduction of machinery to replace handicraft technology. This 
machinery in good part incorporated the skills and knowledge 
previously held by the skilled crafts workers. Craft skills were under¬ 
mined and productivity was increased considerably. Although at first 
this new machinery was powered by workers, the use of machines 
simplified the labor process, while at the same time making the 
organization of the labor process in good part independent of human 
labor power. The introduction of the machine as the principal 
capitalist means of production revolutionized the production process 
even before the machine was attached to water and eventually steam 
power. The capitalists were able to increase considerably their inter¬ 
vention in the labor process, organizing production through control¬ 
ling the allocation of labor to machinery. 

Traditional artisan work habits in the early factories before the 
introduction of machinery caused considerable problems for capital. 
Craftsworkers traditionally alternated periods of intense labor with 
periods of idleness. They took irregular breaks, drank on the job, 
often took a extra day off to make a long weekend. Often little work 
was done on “Blue Monday" as workers recovered from weekend 
debauches (see Gutman 1976, p. 33-34). 

The third revolution in the means of production consisted of the 
introduction of externally powered machinery. The introduction of 
powered machinery greatly increased output. The attachment of the 
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machine regulated tool to an external source of power meant that the 
worker now lost control over the pace or rhythm of work. In the last 
half of the eighteenth century waterpower was used to run the new 
spinning and weaving machines, causing a revolution in output in 
the textile industry. In the 1780s the new spinning jenny as well as 
Cartwright’s new power loom were harnessed to the steam engine 
for the first time. Cotton replaced wool as the leading raw material 
for textiles in the 1780-1810 period, and the cotton mill proletariat 
became the heart of the British working class. By 1830 cotton 
production in Great Britain exceeded wool production by a factor of 
three times (Kuczynski 1967, chap, 2). 

The textile capitalists were now largely able to control the work 
process of the new relatively unskilled workers (largely women and 
children). The introduction of the machine-regulated tool to replace 
handicraft skills allowed the massive employment of women and 
children without prior skills. The use of external power freed produc¬ 
tion from both the limits imposed on productivity by human strength 
(further facilitating the use of women and children) and the limits 
imposed by human resistance to a rapid and constant pace of work, 
and thus the traditional peasant mentality. With the introduction of 
powered machinery and its qualitatively higher level of work dis¬ 
cipline, workers were virtually reduced to “appendages’' of the 
machines they tended. The modern industrial working class was 
created. 

It is important to note that for most of the working class the 
introduction of powered machinery was in good part completed very 
early in the process of industrialization, i.e., around 1800 in Great 
Britain and in the next generation in the United States. The introduc¬ 
tion of machine-guided tools meant that the working class became 
divided into a mass of relatively unskilled machine operatives and a 
smaller group of skilled craftsworkers. Formerly, almost all urban 
workers were craftsworkers or apprentices sharing or learning hand¬ 
icraft skills. The craftsworkers’ skills were reproduced because of the 
continuing need of capital for skilled labor in certain occupations. 
Skilled craftwork continued to be necessary in machine repair, in the 
production of fine clothing, in much of construction, in the production 
of many non-mass market commodities, and so on. But most factory 
workers now became lifelong "operatives" or manual laborers. 

The early industrial capitalists were generally, at first, unable to 
induce the skilled craftsworkers (who were entrenched in the guilds 
traditions) to give up their protected positions and privileges and 
endure the humiliating and extremely disciplined conditions of un¬ 
skilled labor in the new factories. Instead, the early factory operatives 
were recruited from the less stable and "less responsible elements 
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in the population (e g., ex-soldiers, paupers, broken tailors, cobblers, 
and especially former peasant home-workers and artisans who had 
lost their property or were unable to secure positions in the guilds) 
and, especially in textiles, young women and children whose fathers 
were marginal peasants, farmers, or artisans. In the U.S. cotton 
industry in 1831, 60 percent of the workers were women and about 
20 percent children. In 1835 30 percent of English cotton mill workers 
were women and about 40 percent children (Kuczynski 1967, pp. 62, 
63). These early factory workers considered factory work to be 
temporary, and they, thus, resisted establishing roots in the new 
industrial towns. A more or less homogenous working class with its 
own distinctive traditions and identity was not consolidated even in 
Great Britain, until the 1830s {see Thompson 1963). 

In England brutal legislation w r as enacted in order to press the 
peasants off the land (so the land could be turned over to more 
profitable uses by the landlords, such as for grazing sheep so that 
their wool could be sold to the growing woolen industry) as well as to 
transform the peasants into disciplined proletarians in the rapidly 
growing industrial cities. Traditional common grazing lands, rights 
to collect wood in forests, rights to water in the streams, and so forth 
were increasingly denied the peasants, while the traditional peasant 
rights to the land itself were in many cases declared invalid. 

Unable to support themselves any longer on the land, the 
peasantry 7 (which held on as long as it could through participation in 
the putting out system in cottage industries) was increasingly forced 
into the towns. Stiff legal penalties were enacted against vagrants, 
beggars, petty thieves, and others who attempted to survive without 
selling their labor power to the new industrial capitalists. A relief 
system developed that provided subsistence to the destitute under 
conditions which were little better than starving or prison, and which 
made w r ork in the new mills as oppressive as it was profitable. The 
workhouse system provided barely enough to live on in exchange for 
very long hours of back-breaking labor. 

Working and living conditions in the early factories, industrial 
towms, and slums were mean. Overcrowding (often with shift sleeping 
m beds), large families sharing single rooms (houses became mere 
s eeping quarters), few sanitation facilities, open sewers, and epi- 
emics, along with deterioration in diet and clothes, became common. 

e early mills were unventilated, crowded, unsafe, and unhealthy, 
ut with the alternative of starvation, the workhouse, execution, or 
eportation (for even petty stealing) the ex-peasants were compelled 
to sell their labor power. 

The early factory laborers were unprepared for regular factory 
^or , m ustrial discipline, and running the new powered machinery. 
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The laborers had to learn to work to the regular rhythm of the 
machine, a regularity they had not been used to as peasants or guild 
craftsworkers. The new working class also had to become accustomed 
to work for monetary incentives. The early tendency was for workers 
to work just long and hard enough to earn the money equivalent of a 
traditional week's labor and then stop. There was little or no incen¬ 
tive to earn more than was thought necessary to maintain traditional 
life-styles. Early capitalists generally interpreted the laborers' reluc¬ 
tance to respond to monetary incentives as laziness and reluctance to 
work. The feeling was common that “only hunger spurs" and only 
discipline keeps workers at it. Wage payments became low enough so 
that the workers had to work a six-day week with a 12- or 14-hour 
day in order to earn the traditional minimum. 

In order to create a working class that worked in a disciplined 
and systematic matter draconian factory discipline had to be intro¬ 
duced. The state’s master-servant code, which severely punished 
breaches of contract by workers, gave legal authority over the 
workers to the capitalists. Legislation prohibiting unions and strikes 
was enacted. A system of fines for failure to produce were imple¬ 
mented. The early factories developed a system of harsh and despotic 
methods to habituate workers to their tasks. Attempts were made at 
virtually the total economic, spiritual, moral, and physical domination 
of the workers, often with dormitories for single female workers, 
company houses for families, and the regulation of non work time. 

From 1800 to 1850 in Great Britain, Germany, and other western 
European countries conditions became steadily worse for the unskilled 
working class as the intensity of work was speeded up and hours 
worked grew. The principal mode of increasing output and profits 
was to increase the hours worked in a week while decreasing the 
hourly wage. Real wages declined over the period. Per capita meat 
consumption declined as did consumption of milk and cheese. Mortal¬ 
ity rates increased in Great Britain from 1810 through the 1840s (see 
Hobsbawm 1964, chap. 5, 6, 7). But after 1850 the length of the 
workday gradually decreased. Through the introduction of machinery 
and the increasing ability to reorganize the work process, capital was 
now able to raise productivity more rapidly by reducing hours and 
intensifying labor. Likewise, real wages began to increase and living 
standards rose. In Great Britain between 1850 and 1874, average real 
wages rose by 33 percent (Friedman 1977, p. 60). 

Through to the end of the nineteenth century the condition of 
skilled craftsworkers in the main was quite different from that of the 
masses of unskilled labor (whether those employed by craftsworkers 
or those women, children, and men hired directly by the capitalist). 
They maintained considerably higher wages (about twice that of the 
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unskilled), job security, dignity in work, and prospects for future 
advancement as well as general soctal standing (a significant number 
of nineteenth-century craftsworkers were still able to become small 
caDitalists) These privileged craftsworkers-the aristocracy of labor- 
in Great Britain in the mid-nineteenth century represented perhaps 
11 to 15 percent of the working class (see Hobsbawn 1964, chap. 15). 
The traditional industrial craftsworkers had considerable autonomy 
in the production process. Their labor was performed in the tradi¬ 
tional way without close supervision by capital. Likewise, their rates 
of payment and output were governed by tradition. There were 
powerful collective pressures among craftsworkers to perform their 
jobs well and there was a moral stigma against slacking. It was not 
until the 1880s that the craft tradition of accepting customary pay¬ 
ment for customary output began being undermined as skilled 
came to demand wage increases according to what the 
market would bear. It was also in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century that craftsworkers began adjusting their output to the level 
of wages, sometimes allowing their production to slack unless held 
up by incentives (Hobsbawn 1964, chap. 17; Friedman 1977, p. 59; 
Edwards. Reich, and Gordan 1975, pp. 30-1). 

The early capitalists often used a labor contracting system in 
which skilled textile workers were hired and paid on the basis of 
their output with the skilled workers themselves hiring unskilled 
assistants (often children). In the 1870s in the United States and the 
United Kingdom, the subcontracting system was still the norm in 
textile mills. This transitional labor form declined rapidly in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century'. The early subcontracting system 
(as was the putting out system) was plagued by problems of irregular 
production, loss of materials, slowness, lack of uniformity, and the 
uncertain quality of production. 

In the last years of the nineteenth century capital again began to 
radically reorganize (for the fourth time) the work process. This 
reorganization had the most radical implications for skilled crafts¬ 
workers. Although less traumatic, this transformation, nevertheless, 
had significant consequences for the unskilled and semiskilled mass 
of industrial workers as w r etl. They were now' increasingly subject to 
the rational supervision of management, rather than to the traditional 
(and often arbitrary) supervision of craftsworkers (and fairly auton¬ 
omous supervisors). Capital now came to assume full and detailed 
responsibility for controlling and supervising the work process in the 
factories. In order to increase productivity, many of the traditional 
crafts were in good part broken up and reconstituted under the 
control of rationalized management. 
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Coincident with this transformation of the work process was 
naturally the relative increase in the number of managerial employees 
involved in the production process. The tendency for the number of 
supervisory personnel to grow in relation to production workers has 
continued over the course of the twentieth century. In 1909 the ratio 
of supervisory personnel to all employees in the manufacturing sector 
in the United States was 18.1 percent, in 1930, 21.9 percent, in I960, 
25.1 percent, and 1979, 28.4 percent. This tendency has been man¬ 
ifested throughout the manufacturing sector. For example, the ratio 
of supervisory to all employees in durable goods manufacture rose 
from 16.5 percent to 28.7 percent between 1940 and 1979; while in 
the nondurable goods sector it rose from 20.6 percent to 28.1 percent 
(see U.S. Department of Commerce 1975, pp, 137, 138; and U.S. 
Department of Commerce 1981a, pp. 413, 414). 

The position of the privileged craftsworkers deteriorated signif¬ 
icantly as changes in the methods of payment (increasingly piece¬ 
work), direct hiring of all workers, expanding mechanization, and the 
development of modern management techniques of subdividing and 
detailed supervision of the labor process occurred. Capital launched 
an offensive against the traditional prerogatives of craftsworkers, 
reorganizing and subjecting the skilled crafts to their direct control. 
The craftsworkers' all-around knowledge of the production process in 
the factories was diminished and their skills largely appropriated by 
machines (as had happened to unskilled labor much earlier). Between 
1890 and 1910 the daily earnings of skilled steelworkers in the United 
States fell as much as 70 percent (while the wages of the unskilled 
steelworkers increased by 20 percent) (Stone 1975, p. 38). 

In the late nineteenth century piecework became common as a 
means to induce increased output.* As a working class culture devel¬ 
oped (replacing traditional rural cultures) and workers became used 
to working for a wage rather than merely producing a traditional 
output, they became psychologically attuned to trying to increase 
their total payment so as to buy the many new things that they saw 
about them in the new industrial cities, e.g., better housing, fancier 
clothes, better food, and so forth, The undermining of the traditional 
peasant psychology was taken advantage of by capital as it replaced 


4 In the early factories closer supervision or "driving,” not pay incentives, was 
considered to be the best way of increasing output when necessary- The introduction 
of piecework (payment by results) was at first not initially conceived so much as a 
means of increasing productivity, but as a means of stopping it from falling below the 
norm. Further, the strong customary standards of the craftsworkers (together with 
the subcontracting system) appeared to make positive incentives largely unnecessary. 
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the subcontracting system and crude supervision with monetary 
incentives and direct and rational superx ision, 

Craftsworkers (largely unsuccessfully) attempted to defend their 
traditional prerogatives (the bloody Homestead Steel strike of 1892 in 
the United States was a defensive strike against the owners’ demands 
to increase their control over production). The rise and consolidation 
in the 1890s of the American Federation of Labor (a coalition of craft 
unions which was dedicated to preserving, and advancing, the 
privileges of craftsworkers) was another expression of the attempt to 
defend their position (see Hobsbawm 1964. chaps. 15. 16; Aronowitz 
1973. chap. 3). 

It must be stressed that the transformation in the work process 
that occurred around the turn of the century most radically affected 
the skilled the craftsworkers in the factories. The labor process of 
the mass of the proletariat has been largely simplified and routinized 
from the time of the introduction of powered machinery in textiles. 
In the early period of the development of capitalist industry, when 
women and children were the preferred laborers, very little skill was 
required in the highly routinized labor processes. Skills and job 
control were characteristic of artisan and craftwork, i.e., they were 
never properties of the working class as a whole. Thus the fourth 
transformation of the work process resulted not in a general degrada¬ 
tion of the working class, but rather in the homogenization of that 
class, with its elite or “aristoracy of labor” being partially reduced to 
the conditions already the norm for the vast majority of workers. 

The routinization of labor and increased supervision by foremen, 
preprogrammed machines, or assembly lines implies the socialization 
of the labor process. It undermines the individualized nature of craft 
production (work processes that are historically and analytically 
intermediate between independent petty-bourgeois artisan production 
and the fully proletarianized and socialized production of unskilled 
and semiskilled labor). Historically craftsworkers, more than most 
factory workers, have tended to work by themselves or in small 
groups with a limited division of labor, i.e., to work under the opposite 
of socialized conditions. Collective participation in the labor process 
tends to generate feelings of collectivity, discipline, and an apprecia¬ 
tion of the power of cooperation, to undermine the individualism 
(characteristic of artisans), and to promote feelings of solidarity 
among laborers in an obviously common situation. The more the 
traditional crafts are broken up and the craftsworkers subjected to 
the same detailed controls as the rest of the working class {i.e., the 
more socialized their conditions of labor) the more likely they will be 
to adopt a class, rather than a craft consciousness. 
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The conditions of labor of the majority of the working class have 
improved in many ways over the last 100 years in tandem with the 
decline in the working conditions of craftsworkers. The high-pressure 
brutal routine of sweatshops, the back-breaking physical labor, the 
especially oppressive and unhealthy conditions, 12- to 14-hour days 
for low wages, the lack of unemployment sickness, or old age benefits 
that were facts of life for the early working class have been con¬ 
siderably mitigated over the course of the twentieth century. The 
undermining of the craftsworker’s traditionally privileged position 
vis-a-vis the rest of the working class, together with the general 
improvement of the working conditions of the unskilled, has brought 
the working class to an increasingly common condition of skill, 
control, and technical knowledge. This has undermined the material 
bases of the traditional divisions within the class in general (destroy¬ 
ing a major internal source of conservative ideology). 

It should be noted that unskilled laborers in large highly 
mechanized plants in Russia in 1917, in most of Europe in 1918-19 as 
well as in most industrial areas at any time where the revolutionary 
Left is strong, disproportionately have supported revolutionary pol¬ 
itics. Where the Left is strong, most skilled craftsworkers, while they 
may generally support the Left, tend to be less enthusiastic for 
revolutionary change. The mere fact of running a machine that they 
themselves could not build (or even fix) does not in fact give the 
workers the impression that the capitalist class is necessary in 
general for production to proceed. The mere fact of seeing that people 
just like themselves (increasingly including even the engineers and 
repairman) are the ones who actually make the thing work in fact 
generates feelings of the redundancy of the owners and top managers 
(who now appear to not have the technical knowledge to run the 
industry). In fact, the simplification of even the skills of repair 
workers and engineers demystifies their contribution, and is probably 
likely to increase rather than decrease unskilled workers' confidence 
in feeling able to run the enterprise. Industrial labor, unskilled as 
much as skilled, demystifies the relations of production. 


THE TRANSFORMATION IN THE FORMS OF CONTROL OF THE 
LABOR PROCESS 

Industrial capitalism has employed a very wide variety of tech¬ 
niques to control the quality and quantity of the industrial workers' 
product. At any given time more than one method tends to be used 
for a given set of workers and different methods tend to be used in 
different industries, in different occupations, and by different lirms. 
Further, normally at any given time a change is taking place in the 
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predominant method used in any given situation (because of the 
contradictions in that method of control). The forms of control of the 
labor process by capital can be categorized by both their degree of 
closeness/looseness and their form (simple, economic, and hegemonic). 
The historical tendency is for capital to move away from the tradi¬ 
tional modes of tabor control with craftsworker autonomy and 
relations with the unskilled governed by arbitrary, direct, and 
authoritarian master-servant principles (and whose production as 
well as remuneration tends to be set by custom). In the latter years 
of the eighteenth century in Great Britain capital began to move 
toward machine-paced work: a trend that spread beyond textiles and 
beyond Great Britain over the course of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries until it culminated in the full-fledged assembly¬ 
line characteristic of the automobile industry. Machine pacing came 
to supplant both traditional craft autonomy and master-servant modes 
of control of the labor process. In the latter years of the nineteenth 
century, capital, especially in occupations not amenable to machine 
pacing or assembly lines, began to redesign and closely supervise the 
labor process as a means of gaining control over the pace and output 
of the labor process (Taylorism). At more or less the same time, it 
also began to introduce simple piecework, utilizing direct economic 
incentives to increase output. Faced with serious limits to all these 
early (rather direct and unsubtle) attempts to control the labor 
process capital began to resort to more indirect and subtle mech¬ 
anisms. Attempts were made to win worker loyalty and generate 
identification with the firm (ideological manipulation), to make 
economic incentives more effective by reducing possibilities for nega¬ 
tive peer pressure (e.g„ annual bonuses, promotion of the most 
pr uctive), and finally, after the 1930s explosion of industrial union- 
ism. institution of fixed rules (e.g., promotion bv seniority, set job 
definitions fixed wages for a given job, job bidding, and so forth), 
w ich workers typically came to accept as legitimate—their unions 
ten participated in the establishment and guarantee of these rules 
( bureaucratic control”).* 

the m r f em year , S ' as the t0 thes e earlier improvements in 
ca if 1 . msms contr °l of the labor process have been reached, 
oartirinat’ ^^increasingly to various forms of limited worker 
mMn , 10 j an a owmg responsible autonomy of work groups as a 
well as e stablishing hegemony over the labor process as 

ric mg jobs to make them less boring and increasing 


1979*May^ 1933^d > Ston^ n ]975 Vermarl ^ 
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job security. These recent innovations are more resistant to worker 
sabotage than the more direct and less subtle forms resorted to 
earlier (see Table 6.1 for a schematic outline of the means of labor 
control). 

Many of the earliest capitalist enterprises were founded by crafts- 
workers with financial backing from merchants or bankers. In such 
enterprises the ex-crafts workers, now '‘entrepreneurs,” continued and 
developed the traditional relation between employed craftsworkers (or 
guild workers) and their apprentices and assistants. The mechanisms 
of the small entrepreneur's control over his labor force were crude, 
informal, and often quite arbitrary (reinforced by traditional master- 
servant legislation as well as expectations), the early capitalist 
enterprises were, thus, in good part expanded and more authoritarian 
versions of the earlier craftsworker’s workshops (see Edwards 1979, 
chap, 1). 

As enterprises got too big for entrepreneurs to closely and directly 
supervise all their workers, they came to employ foremen to mediate 
between themselves and the production laborers. These early fore¬ 
men, in the tradition of the entrepreneurs, tended to be arbitrary, ad 
hoc, and authoritarian in a loosely structured mode of labor control. 
Judged by the entrepreneur in terms of the short-term output of 
those they supervised, foremen tended to be brutal in their direct 
(and typically noninnovative) supervision of the labor force. Foremen 
usually had the power to hire and fire as well as to promote and 
assign tasks, dock workers in pay, and sometimes even to beat 
workers (Edwards 1979, chap, 1). 

The first major innovations in the traditional work relations 
within capitalist enterprises were a consequence of the introduction 
of powered machinery whose pace of operation was not under the 
control of those running the machines. The introduction of modern 
powered carding, spinning, and weaving machinery in the textile 
industry led the way. With technical control and machine pacing, the 
quantity and quality of workers’ output tended to be very similar 
(since the skill and rate of output had largely been transferred to the 
machine) so long as the worker performed simple tasks at a minimum 
level of competence. The workers lost control of both the pace and 
rhythm of work and their traditional skills to the machines.* 


’There is only one thing that motivates the capitalist and that is the maximization 
of profit. Because of competitive pressure, capitalists must choose the single method 
(or set of methods) of production that allows them to maximize profits. No capitalist 
who must operate in a market can introduce a nomprof it 'maximizing process for 
altruistic, idiosyncratic, or political reasons. Two factors enter into the determination 
of the most profitable method of production: first, the technical capabilities of a given 
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machine technique of production, Le., its pure technical efficiency in being used to 
produce a maximum product with minimum input; and second, the opportunities that 
a given production process machine gives the worker to "soldier," its propensity to 
facilitate wildcat strikes or other collective resistance, the room it provides for sab¬ 
otage, and soon—in sum all those properties of the production process/machinery that 
aid the worker as against the capitalist in the class struggle. 

For example, suppose production process A has the technical potential of allowing 
the worker to process 200 units per day while process B allows only 150 units per day 
For the sake of the argument let us assume that the machinery and raw materials 
used in both processes have equal value. If the first production process was such as it 
necessarily gave the workers great discretion in production, thus allowing them to 
soldier or artifically constrict production, and the social relationships generated by 
that process facilitated strikes, slow-downs, and other forms of collective resistance, so 
that over the course of a year the actual output averaged only 100 per day (one-half of 
what was technically possible), w hile the second process allowed for the concentration 
of skill and knowledge in management and so isolated the worker that relationships of 
solidarity and collective resistance were hindered so that the actual production was 
HO units per day, then the capitalist would, of course, actually utilize process B, even 
though it was less efficient technologically than process A. On the other hand, if 
process A resulted in an output of 160 units a day it would be utilized even though 
process B was "qualitatively" more efficient. In other words* it is neither "quantita¬ 
tive" nor "qualitative" efficiency that guides capitalists, but rather profit . 

The requisites of the capitalist mode of production* by requiring control over the 
labor process in order to make a profit, may very well force the use of technologically 
less efficient machinery and production processes than would be the case in a society 
with workers’ control over the means of production. Capital may introduce tech' 
nologically less efficient w ork processes in order to better control workers and thereby 
increase profit efficiency. The requisites of the capitalist mode of production may also 
well require the introduction of technically efficient processes* even though such 
processes promote class consciousness and working class resistance (in fact, this 
would seem to be the most fundamental result of the introduction of the factory 
system). Capitalism is a contradictory- system in w-hich the pursuit of profits by the 
capitalist class forces them to organize production in such a way as to create a 
wor mg class, creates socialized conditions under which that class becomes class 
conscious, and generates crises and other forms of oppression that propel this class 
into revolutionary action. The capitalists are forced to bring workers under one roof, 
to destroy craft skills and privileges, thus tending both to reduce all laborers to one 
common e\e and to educate workers in the socialized experiences of collective labor, 
*f" oeta ™ n c ^ ass consc i° usn ess. They can not act otherwise without suffer- 
nrli,.ri at K of l he maitat - The single-minded pursuit of profits* necessarily 

CapHaliSt SyStem ‘ neCeSSarily * enerate an effective 

worlf cor ? lro1 the work process has been a contributing cause of 

Tecbnrl T at ff° n increasin E technological efficiency has been the primary cause, 
dictated hv ^ een . dnven by the requirements of profit maximization 

simplification tti'*] i7' ,rketS m ‘ gtu , * lat P art °f the routinization and 
th7S h, t, V Pr0CeSS ,0r lhe breakdown of craft skills) above and beyond 
routinization I- itf mcrease technical efficiency surplus routinization. Surplus 

the labor oroce=s I t E ^®^ rence m t * ie degree of routinization and simplification of 
operating in a ranitfr ' vrju J d occur in a genuinely democratic workers' cooperative 
market 15 mar ^ eC ' and a capitalist enterprise operating in the same 
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The success of powered machinery in radically reducing worker 
control of the labor process, however, did not find comparable success 
in all industrial sectors. The nature of the work process in many 
industries (e.g., those with small batch or single unit production) did 
not lend itself to machine pacing, as did the production process in 
other industries such as textiles, meatpacking, electrical products, 
and eventually automobiles (where the flow of production was more 
continuous). The introduction of powered machinery in shoemaking, 
steel, metal products fabrication, garmets, shipbuilding, railroad car 
construction, glassworks, sawmills, barrelmaking, and so on did not 
generally lead to overall machine pacing of the rhythm of work and 
output. While the introduction of machinery revolutionized the tech¬ 
niques of production in such industries (thus largely making the 
traditional craft skills obsolete as well as radically increasing produc¬ 
tivity), the more traditional forms of shop organization, with loose 
forms of supervision in which worker largely continued to have the 
requisite technical knowledge of production as well as considerable 
detailed job control, continued to prevail through most of the nine¬ 
teenth century. Because of the nature of the work process in these 
industries the technical introduction of powered machinery did little 
to change the social organization of the labor process (see Edwards 
1979, chap. 7). 

Even in industries where technical control and machine pacing 
were applicable and reasonably effective, there were limits to effective 
control The new techniques of production not only led to worker 
resentment and resistance (often manifested in strikes, sabotage of 
machinery, poor quality of output because of worker morale, and the 
spontaneous generation of work norms that established the pace at 
which the machinery was run), but also to greatly increasing inter¬ 
dependence of the work process. This latter development facilitated 
collective working class consciousness and enhanced the workers’ 
ability to effectively act as a class against capital. When the produc¬ 
tion line stops the whole plant stops. Thus, a few workers acting 
together can halt the whole production process. By undermining the 
traditional wide disparity of skill levels within industry (the tendency 
to reduce most workers to simple homogeneous labor) technical 
control created an exceptionally favorable environment for the devel¬ 
opment of class consciousness and class organization—in most 
countries workers in the industries where technical control tends to 
be the most effective tend to develop a high level of militant union¬ 
ism, e.g., automobiles (see Edwards 1979, chap. 7). 

With the redesign of the traditional craftworkers’ jobs in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, less extensive training in 
generalized skills became necessary for skilled workers to adequately 










TABLE 6.1: The Forms of Control of the Labor Process by Capital 
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in management- Extreme form— Encroachments on customary 

Taylorism, Limited discretion of autonomy of craftsworkers. 

foremen. Rational management. 
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ing of job definitions) together 
with increased job security ^even 
in event of redundancy). 

Source: Compiled by the author 
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. rtrm tasks While skilled work continued to be a necessary 
£rtT.h= P— process, the skills required n„» tended ,o be 
specific to limited aspects of the work process (and often to the 
Smologv specific to a particular employer). Employers increasingly 
assumed control of apprenticeship programs so as to teach he new 
generations of skilled workers the new specific job skills they re¬ 
quired-in good part for maintenance and repair work (see Stone 

1975 in Pt the early stages of the reduction of the autonomy of crafts- 
workers, the capitalist entrepreneur’s foremen were given consider¬ 
able authority to supervise the new (narrowly) skilled and semiskilled 
workers These foremen tended to act in the same authoritarian 
manner toward those in the trades that had traditionally been highly 
skilled, as they did toward those in the occupations that had tradi¬ 
tionally been occupied by “servants. In fact, since the process of the 
reduction of traditional'craft autonomy was accomplished more by 
recruiting and specially training ex-peasant immigrants to these new 
tasks (rather than by beating down those who had already established 
themselves as skilled crafts workers), the attitude of early foremen 
toward those in the redesigned skilled trades often tended to be as 
authoritarian as it was toward unskilled fully menial laborers (in the 
United States the semiskilled, narrowly skilled, and unskilled workers 
were often from the same recent immigrant groups, while the fore¬ 
men were typically of older native stock). Sanctions employed by 
foremen were largely negative in both cases (fines, insults, threats, 
firings, and so on). 

Increasingly, however, management began to develop more ra¬ 
tional and sophisticated methods of close supervision. The arbitrary 
authority of foremen w r as reduced, replaced by increased detailed 
involvement of higher management in establishing the rules of the 
labor process. More rational hierarchies of authority came to be 
established, with power, as well as generalized production knowledge, 
increasingly centered in management rather than with foremen. The 
new more rational hierarchical organization of industry produced a 
“chain of command” in which all (including the foremen) were closely 
supervised and evaluated by those directly above them. 

The techniques of “scientific management” pioneered by Fred¬ 
erick Taylor (“Taylorism") were developed and employed. The labor 
process was analyzed by management to discover and enforce more 
efficient methods of production. The general knowledge of the produc¬ 
tion process that increasingly came to be concentrated in the hands 
of management enabled managers to increase their control over every 
step of the labor process. Management, in order to attempt to ensure 
that workers were working as close as possible to their maximum 
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technical output without "soldiering” or otherwise resisting the 
maximum application of their energies to the production process, 
came to dictate to the workers the precise manner in which to 
perform their work (see Braverman 1974, pt. 1). 

Both the new modes of close hierarchical supervision and the 
new techniques of scientific management (job redesign and deskilling) 
ran up against the barrier of workers’ resistance, which proved to 
greatly limit the promise of these new managerial methods of control¬ 
ling the labor process. As the regime on the shop floor became ever 
more harsh and oppressive (with sanctions mostly negative for not 
meeting management’s expectations), an atmosphere of perpetual 
conflict and antagonism developed. Such naked use of power by 
capital made the oppressive nature of capitalist relationships increas¬ 
ingly obvious to workers, thus adding fuel to the development of 
working class consciousness and willingness to collectively oppose 
their conditions of employment (as well as capital in general). 
Sabotage, physical threats to especially oppressive foremen, and the 
outbreak of spontaneous and militant strikes as well as the main¬ 
tenance and reinforcement of anti-speed up (solidering) norms were 
the fruits of naked power on the shop floor. Likewise, the introduction 
of scientific management was strongly resisted by workers. In fact, 
its potential (in its pure form) as a means to radically increase 
production had largely run its course by World War I because of the 
intense (organized and unorganized) opposition it generated among 
workers (Edwards 1979, p. 98). 

In response to the limitations of the machine pacing and hier¬ 
archical/scientific management modes of labor process control, the 
corporations began to experiment with a wide variety of systems of 
positive incentives (incentive pay, annual bonuses, profit sharing, 
promotion on the basis of output) as well as attempts to get the 
workers to identify with their employers and to persuade them that 
their interests were identical with those of their company. 

Although simple piecework was practiced widely, this system of 
remuneration soon ran up against strong barriers to increasing out¬ 
put. This system of payment, ironically, contains an incentive for 
workers to deceive employers and restrict output to what is con¬ 
sidered a reasonable level by making jobs appear to take as long as 
possible, so that artifically high piece rates get set for them. The 
early history of piecework consisted of workers increasing their 
average wages above the customary level through increasing their 
output, and as a result, the capitalists lowering the piece rate, so 
that average worker's wages sank back to the traditional average 
(but now at a more intense rhythm of work). It did not take workers 
long to learn that working harder in the (futile) attempt to increase 
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their wages amounted to the same thing as simple speed up. Their 
spontaneous response thus generally became putting intensive social 
pressure on any “rate busters” who attempted to produce more than 
whal most workers thought proper. Rate busters came under intense 
pressure from other workers (even to the point of physical assault) 
because they demonstrated to management that the rates set were 
artifically low and. thus, caused a general speed up without an 
increase in pay for all. Faced with the control piecework (together 
with intense peer pressure) gave workers over the pace of their work, 
it was not long before it began to decline as a means of controlling 
worker output (in favor of machine-paced work, closer supervision, 
job redesign, and promotional possibilities in internal labor markets 
for the better producers as well as more sophisticated methods of 
labor control) (see Stone 1975, pp. 42-54). 

Economic incentive schemes became more sophisticated than 
simple piecework. The possibilities of supplemental incentive pay 
granted to the most productive workers, collective bonuses granted to 
all workers if product norms were met as well as the system of 
promoting workers into higher paying and inherently more enjoyable 
jobs on the basis of their productivity tended to undermine the 
solidarity of workers and gave employers increased leverage to control 
the production process. The system of promotion within the firm 
(“internal labor markets") meant that to get ahead workers had to 
curry favor with their supervisors by playing by the rules and 
increasing their output. The better one's job and the higher one’s 
wage the more stake one had in not rocking the boat or otherwise not 
offending management (for to do so would result in being bumped 
back to an entry level back-breaking position). 

The attempt to increase managerial control of the labor process 
by gaining the consent of workers to the authority of management 
was, in good part, articulated by Elton Mayo and his “industrial 
relations" school. In this technique of control of the labor process the 
focus is on increasing “worker satisfaction” and, thus, undermining 
the work restriction norms of workers by getting them to identify 
with the company’s goals of profit maximization. Mayo pioneered 
many of the techniques of industrial relations as a counter of 
Taylorism. Rather than stressing either simple control or economic 
incentives, the Mayo school attempted to manipulate the attitudes of 
workers to create positive feelings toward their work so as to get 
them to voluntarily (and with, if possible, enthusiasm) increase their 
output (see Mayo 1933), Stock ownership plans were initiated in 
which employees were encouraged to buy small amounts of stock at 
below market rates (to get them to identify with the firm's profit¬ 
ability). The work environment was cleaned up and made safer. 
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Plant newsletters, athletic teams, holiday gifts, suggestion boxes, 
retraining classes, token participation on advisory bodies, and so on 
became common. A new more humane and less authoritarian style of 
management as well as paternalistic welfare policies were instituted. 
Very important among these were pension rights contingent on long¬ 
term employment, which could be revoked in cases of “misconduct" 
as well as lost if discharged (see Stone 1975, pp. 49-53). 

The various schemes of sophisticated economic incentives as 
well as the new techniques of industrial relations, while they were 
an improvement over earlier methods, also had their limits. The 
attempt to speed up production, without actually increasing wages 
(which occurred within the various systems of economic incentives) 
soon produced cynicism and resultant resistance by workers. Like¬ 
wise, the new form of “management with a human face” did not 
generally result in much more than a superficial change in production 
relationships that continued to be marked by a high level of author¬ 
itarianism (improvements in working conditions that did occur were 
neutralized by the rising expectations of workers about what proper 
work conditions should be). 

The mode of control of the labor process that became predom¬ 
inant in basic industry throughout the advanced capitalist countries 
in the post-World War II period has been based on fixed work and 
promotion rules for the most part consented to by the workers 
through the medium of collective bargaining (“bureaucratic control”). 
In the bureaucratic method of control workers are promoted (and if 
necessary reluctantly laid off) through a system of strict seniority, 
with a high probability of lifetime employment providing general 
economic conditions allow (contingent only on adequate performance). 
The “rule of law," thus, replaces arbitrary rule by management. The 
rote of supervisors and foremen was transformed to judging the 
workers’ performance according to formally set criteria (rather than 
the supervisors’ personal standards). If a worker does not agree with 
a supervisor’s evaluation, or otherwise feels unjustly treated (i.e., 
feels that there has been a violation of the "rules”), the subordinate 
can appeal (or “file a grievance”) either through the union or through 
a company's own appeals process. Set job descriptions are established 
with workers becoming entitled to their pay on performance of stated 
duties. Further, in this method of control of the labor process feelings 
of identification with the firm are enhanced by a general reluctance 
to lay off or fine workers after a set probationary period, except for 
gross incompetence or because of severe economic problems (see 
Edwards 1979, chap. 8; Burawoy 1979, chap. 6). 

Central to the new system of bureaucratic control is the system 
of internal labor markets with promotion to better jobs primarily on 
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the to ofxniori* within the 

better jobs as thev become open). This system, just as much as 
V ernal promotion on the basis of output (the earlier system), 
encourages individualism and tends to underm,ne working class 
solidarity. But this newer system has its effect more by creating a 
commitment to the enterprise in which one has accumulated seniority 
(and thus relative privilege) than by pitting every worker against 
every other worker in a competition to be assigned the better jobs by 
management (as did the earlier form of internal labor markets). 
Further, when workers can transfer from job to job with relative 
ease this minimizes their resistance to job redesign and the setting of 
low standard rates for any given operation. This is the opposite effect 
from that which occurs in the system of internal promotion by 
productivity, where workers have a special stake in maximizing 
resistance to job redesign and the setting of high standards—which 
would make promotion more difficult. _ # , 

Both because of worker union involvement in establishing or 
agreeing to the rules, and because they appear to be fair and honored 
by management (which allows promotion into better jobs on the basis 
of "reasonable" and "justly” applied criteria), the bureaucratic mode 
of control of the labor process gained large scale success in the 
post-World War II period. Control became embedded in the organiza¬ 
tional structure of the firm (job categories, work rules, definitions of 
responsibilities, fixed disciplinary' and promotion procedures, and so 
on). Capitalist relationships of exploitation became less visible as 
arbitrary’ authority was constrained by impersonal rules. Rewards 
and punishments came to appear to be a result of rules (and thus 
"legitimate”), rather than the arbitrary dictates of capital. Capital- 
worker relations shrank from sight as power was made invisible in 
the structure of work—and at the same time both rationalized and 
made more effective (Edwards 1979, chap. 11). 

As Michael Burawoy (1979) vividly points out, the institution of 
the bureaucratic mode of labor control can be considered to have 
reconstituted the labor process as a "game” that workers play ac¬ 
cording to fixed rules—a game that involves the active participation 
of both the worker and management in the process of the worker 
attempting to maximize chances for rewards and promotion within 
the set limits established with workers’ collective consent. “Making 
out” or winning at the work game not only brings job security, but 
also both intrinsic rewards for performance and the approval of one's 
work mates. Participation in the game, the parameters of which are 
established by the logic of the capitalist process, generates consent. 
The “lived relations” of the capitalist labor process legitimate it. 
Consent is reproduced on the shop floor and is, thus, not dependent 
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on consent drummed into people's heads (a la Mayo’s industrial 
relations school, or by the media and education) nor on the pure 
pursuit of economic gain (a la piecework and bonuses) (see Burawoy 
1979, chap. 5, 6,12). 

The success of the bureaucratic mode of control of the labor 
process was manifested in the great increases in labor productivity 
as well as in the stabilization of worker-capital relations that occurred 
in the post-World War II generation (1945-1970). Indeed, this period 
witnessed the largest most sustained and significant long-term 
increase in productivity and real wages as well as the most peaceful 
period of labor relations that U.S. capitalism had ever witnessed. 
Similar results were obtained in most of Europe and Japan in the 
1950-75 period. 

Among the contradictions of bureaucratic control are its tendency 
to make wages more of a fixed rather than a variable cost of produc¬ 
tion (more similar to rent than to raw materials). The tendency to 
resist laying off workers and implementing wage reductions was a 
corollary of creating loyalty to the firm and reducing hostility toward 
its rules. But as a result the companies loose economic flexibility to 
deal with changing market conditions (which can result in high 
levels of losses in recessions). Another problem with this means of 
controlling the labor process is that workers increasingly come to 
consider that their job (as well as promotions to better jobs) is theirs 
as a matter of right (so long as they are not incompetent). This tends 
to result in both growing resistance to increasing output (since there 
is little fear of being fired or demoted) and to rising feelings that 
workers ought to have more say in establishing the rules by which 
the labor process is governed (the possibility of an internal challenge 
to the employers’ power grows). Perhaps most seriously, however, 
was the fact that potentials of bureaucratic control appeared to 
become exhausted. In the latter part of the 1960s, and increasingly 
over the course of the 1970s, capital experienced increasing problems 
with productivity, maintaining work discipline, and quality of produc¬ 
tion. Absenteeism, cynicism among workers, shoddy performance, 
resistance to foremen, and so on became increasingly serious prob¬ 
lems. 

In an attempt to deal with this latter problem management in 
the advanced capitalist countries (with countries like Sweden taking 
the lead) began to adopt both “work humanization” and "worker 
participation" programs in an attempt to increase productivity by 
generating worker consent to the authority of capitalist relations by 
means more sophisticated than employed in either the bureaucratic 
or industrial relations methods of control. Earlier 1 aylorization and 
Fordism are reversed with “job enlargement" and “job enrichment 
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- rhemes to make work more interesting and to increase worker 
commitment by increasing the skill and the responsibilities of given 
oositions Workers are now more frequently rotated among menial 
tasks to reduce boredom. These techniques of increasing productivity 
bv increasing "worker satisfaction" are very much in the tradition of 
Elton Mayo's industrial relationship school (although more sophisti¬ 
cated than earlier versions). Worker participation programs are in 
some ways a partial throwback to the traditional autonomy of crafts- 
workers '"Worker participation” has come to include both increasing 
autonomy of the work group (with workers in a given unit allocating 
their own labor power in ways they judge best to accomplish a goal 
provided by management) and representation on various decision¬ 
making, quality control, and administrative bodies within the plant 
or company. Worker participation has proven to be successful in 
quelling discontent among workers, increasing productivity, and 
increasing identification with the goals of the corporations (Friedman 
1977, p. 101; Edwards 1979, p. 156). The principle involved here is to 
get workers to behave as though they were actually participating in a 
process structured by themselves (i.e„ as if they were working for 
themselves), thereby greatly increasing worker morale (and produc¬ 
tivity) when, in fact, the whole process is structured by capital to 


maximize profits. 

Among the contradictions in the new- work humanization/worker 
participation modes of labor process control are the decreased flex¬ 
ibility these modes give to management to allocate labor (changing 
work methods, moving workers around the plant, the introduction of 
new machinery, shifting production to meet changing quality and 
quantity demands and so forth become more difficult). Management 
finds it more difficult to either fire unproductive or disruptive 
workers or to reverse the humanization and participation schemes, 
since workers' expectations about the kind of jobs they have, their 
right to a job, and their rights to participate in the decision-making 
process tend to increase over time. Thus, firings and reversals risk 
provoking a “legitimation crisis" within the plant, with a consequent 
collapse of morale and rising hostility to management and its goals. 
To the extent that worker participation programs have some sub¬ 
stance and are felt to be real but limited in impact by workers, they 
can create the expectation that the workers’ role in decision making 
ought to be increased (and to feelings that capitalist management is 
or could be redundant). Worker participation plans can, thus, be “too 
successful" in increasing productivity by showing that workers can 
manage by themselves much more than the prevailing managerial 
ideology cares to admit, i.e., fundamental threats to the very nature 
of capital-worker relations can begin to arise. The limits to worker 
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participation would, thus, appear to be either at the point where 
increased participation is resisted by management, and, thus, workers 
become cynical about "sandbox politics" and the schemes lose effec¬ 
tiveness; or the point at which further increases in participation 
begin to fundamentally challenge capitals’ control over the labor 
process (by workers making decisions contrary to transnational profit 
maximization). It would appear that once such limits are reached, 
that management would be quickly forced back to reliance on earlier 
(and more authoritarian) modes of labor process control in order to 
recapture direct control of the shop floor. 


THE MAKING OF THE AMERICAN WORKING CLASS 

The industrial revolution began in the United States in the 
period 1835-45. Within a couple of decades the formerly dominant 
commercial capital had been eclipsed by industrial capital as the 
major economic force in the northeastern states. Factories employing 
machines powered by water and steam sprang up everywhere (largely, 
at first, in textiles). Before the 1840s most manufactured goods in the 
United States were produced in the home (much through the putting 
out system), But after the 1840s most manufacturing was done in 
factories,* 

The creation of a modern industrial working class occurred much 
more rapidly in the United States than in Great Britain. While 
between 1820 and 1840 the percentage of gainfully nonagriculturally 
employed persons ten years old or over in the United States increased 
only slightly from 28.2 percent to 31.4 percent, by 1860 it had reached 
41.1 percent and by 1870, 47.0 percent. By 1900, 62,5 percent were 
employed outside of agriculture. The watershed was 1880, when the 
population was divided almost equally between the two sectors (see 
Rosenblum 1973, p, 66). 

In textiles, iron, and increasingly other sectors as the introduc¬ 
tion of the techniques of mass machine-guided production replaced 
artisan methods, the demand for unskilled labor increased. In the 
1840s in the United States it was principally women and children 
(whose fathers were typically farmers in need of supplemental 
income) who provided the labor force for the new mills. But by the 
1850s it was primarily new immigrants who became the source of 
factory labor as well as the major source of workers on railway and 
canal construction, 


‘The discussion in this section relies in good part on Davis 1981’, Kolko 1976, 
chaps, 3 and 5; and Rosenblum 1973. 
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The most important source of industrial workers during the 
1850s was the Irish. The British had transformed Irish agriculture 
into a one-crop potato economy in order to profitably feed the rapidly 
growing urban population in Great Britain. When a disease affected 
that single crop, the Irish peasants found themselves in a catastrophic 
situation from which there was no option to starvation other than 
leaving their country and fleeing to Great Britain or the United 
States in search of work. Half a million Irish starved to death within 
a few years after 1845. The absolute desperateness of the Irish made 
them an ideal source of factory labor in both countries. They would 
work for next to nothing in order to keep their families alive. Further, 
they were amenable to factory discipline because they had no alter¬ 
native other than death. The displaced Irish peasants (both men and 
women), like the young native farm women and children before 
them, generally lacked craft skills. But with the skill and the pace of 
work concentrated in the machines, this made little difference to 
capital. The introduction of machine technology allowed unskilled 
and semiskilled workers to occupy the central positions within the 
production process. 

The defeat of the Southern plantation owners by the North in 
the Civil War removed the considerable constraints Southern political 
power had imposed on the development of industrial capital in the 
United States. In the interest of preserving and advancing the slave 
system, the Southern slave owners were able to exercise a veto in 
Washington over a wide range of policies advocated by the rising 
class of industrial capitalists, and were thus able to constrict the 
development of industrial capitalism. The Southerners prevented the 
implementation of protective tariffs high enough to allow Northern 
industrial capital to obtain a guaranteed domestic market for its 
products (products that were generally rather more expensive than 
British imports). Southerners had inhibited the state funding of rail¬ 
roads and canals connecting the North to the East, fearing that such 
transportation networks would undermine the use of the Mississippi 
River system (which linked the West with the South). They blocked 
the settlement of the West by small farmers economically tied to the 
growing Northern-based agricultural implement, railway, and market¬ 
ing networks, so as to facilitate the occupation of Western land by 
slave-utilizing plantations. They vetoed government-subsidized col¬ 
leges to train engineers and agricultural experts. They inhibited the 
encouragement of European immigration to the Northern industrial 
cities. In general, the Southern slave owners used their political 
position to advance the slave system and inhibit the growth of indus¬ 
trial capitalism. 
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The secession of the South in 1860-61 led to a more or less 
immediate change in federal policies toward industrial capital. The 
central state now became most supportive of the interests of the new 
industrial capitalists. High protective tariffs were implemented, the 
government gave land to new state colleges specializing in engineering 
and agriculture, it facilitated the settlement of the West, it heavily 
subsidized railroads, it facilitated European immigration, and so forth. 
In addition, the tremendous government orders for military equipment 
during the Civil War gave a great impetus to capital accumulation. 
Industrial capital emerged hegemonic from the Civil War in the 
United States. The power of the slave owners had been broken. Even 
in the South they became economically integrated with and sub¬ 
ordinate to the economic power of industrial capital (see Moore 1966, 
chap. 3; Hacker 1940, pt. 3; and Genovese 1967, chap. 1). 

Industrial capital dominated the U.S. state almost unchallenged 
for two generations after 1860. The U.S. state during this period 
facilitated industrialization in whatever way capital required, Virtual¬ 
ly no regulations or restrictions of any consequence were put on 
capital, while at the same time state subsidies were given to industry- 
especial ly railroads. The state’s police powers were systematically 
used against strikes, unions, and working class demonstrations. High 
protective tariffs were implemented to guarantee American capital a 
large home market for their goods. 

The most rapid period of industrialization and the most rapid 
expansion of capitalism in the United States (and the most rapid the 
world had yet seen) occurred after the Civil War. In 1860 there had 
been more slaves than factory workers. Factories that employed less 
than ten workers were the norm. In 1869 one-half of manufacturing 
enterprises still used waterpower (Gutman 1978, 1976, p. 33). The 
1871-99 period saw the most rapid expansion of capital and industry 
of any period in U.S. history (Kolko 1976, pp. 35, 73). By 1880 U.S. 
crude steel production equaled that of Great Britain. By 1913 U.S. 
steel as well as coal production exceeded that of Great Britain, 
Germany, France, and Belgium combined (Rosenblum 1973, p. 66). 
Increases in productivity proceeded apace as more and better 
machinery was introduced. Between the 1869 and 1914 the ratio of 
the horsepower of machinery to the number of wage earners increased 
2,5 times. Output in manufacturing increased by two-thirds in the 
decade of the 1920s. The period 1914 to 1929 saw a productivity 
explosion (Kolko 1976, pp. 72, 101). 

Cheap and easily available peasant labor encouraged the rapid 
development of highly capital-intensive advanced technological proc¬ 
esses. Since it was impossible for peasants to quickly master tradi¬ 
tional techniques and difficult for them to accustom themselves to 
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factory work rhythms, simplified labor processes that regulated the 
paces of work by machinery had to be introduced even more rapidly 
in the United States than was the case during the first industrial 
revolution in Great Britain. 

The labor force for rapidly expanding industrial capita! in the 
post-Civil War period was largely drawn from displaced European 
peasants.* Irish immigration ebbed in the mid-1850s as migration 
from Germany increased. Unlike the Irish, many of the German 
migrants had crafts skills and many were political refugees from 
repression in their home country. These German workers thus carried 
with them both experience in organizing unions and socialist ideology. 
The German immigrants were untypical of most immigrant groups 
to the United States in this regard {although the British immigrants 
brought union skills and the Finns later brought socialism). The 
German migration ebbed in the 1890s because the now-rapid indus¬ 
trialization of Germany came to offer plenty of employment oppor¬ 
tunities in their home country. The 1890s saw the beginning of a 
radical transformation in the ethnic composition of the U.S. working 
force (see Table 6.2). The major source of immigrants now became 
southern Italians and Poles and other eastern Europeans, mostly 
from the Russian and the Austro-Hungarian Empires. Peasants from 
southern and eastern Europe were now being driven off their land by 
extreme poverty induced by the commercialization of agriculture. 
They were becoming redundant on the land, much as had English 
peasants in the centuries before, and Irish and German peasants in 
the previous two generations. They were thus forced to migrate to 
the growing industrial cities both in their own countries and the 
Inked States in order to survive. Those with skills mostly stayed in 
Italy or Poland where they were able, because of their skills, to find 
work in the industrializing cities in their own country. It tended to 
be only those w'ho had no real choice but to risk the uncertainties of 
life in the new world that went to the United States. 

In 1880, about 80 percent of the people in the major cities of the 
United States were either immigrants or the children of immigrants 
j, ut J ate as only 3 percent of all immigrants living in the 
iQ 7 c States were from either eastern or southern Europe—Gutman 
. . PP - 40-41). In 1909, 58 percent of the workers in the 20 principal 
mining and manufacturing industries in the United States were 
foreign born. The foreign born were 45 percent of all unskilled and 
percent of all semiskilled laborers in the entire United States. 


miBrarL*^* 1924 penof * alx,ut percent of all overseas European immigrants 
ar , ? e Am< v r ‘ cas ' about two-thirds of these to the United States, which, thus, 
accounted for about 60 percent of the total (see Rosemblum. 1973. p. 46). 


HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE WORKING CLASS / 221 

About 80 percent of the unskilled laborers in iron and steel were for¬ 
eign born, mostly from southern and eastern Europe (Kolko 1976 n. 
74). 

The overwhelming importance of immigrants in the U.S working 
class in this period is reflected in the fact that in 1910 only 45 
percent of the immigrant male heads of households living in cities 
(and coming from non-English-speaking nations) could speak English 
In iron and steel this was 31 percent (Kolko 1976, p. 75). In half of 
working class households in the major industrial concentrations of 
the United States, English was not the idiom of the house. By the 
1930s the children of the foreign born were twice the number of 
foreign born. Together they accounted for 36 percent of the white 
population (Kolko 1976, p. 80). 

Beginning slowly in the 1890s, accelerating during World War 1 
(with the closure of European immigration) and again in the 1920s, 
slowing down but continuing through the depression, and accelerating 
once more during and after World War II, displaced Southern tenant 
farmers became an important source of recruits for the U.S. factory 
system. The continuing mechanization of Southern agriculture forced 
tenants as well as small holders off the land as large-scale farming 
with wage laborers became the rule. Millions of Southern rural blacks 
and whites (in about equal numbers) from the First World War 
through the 1960s (when the supply became virtually exhausted) 
migrated to the industrial cities of the Northeast and Midwest, 
especially Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Buffalo, New York, and other 
industrial areas of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, 


TABLE 6.2: Areas of Origin of Immigrants to the United 
States 



Northern and 
Western Europe 

£asfem and 
Southern Europe 

Aft Other 

1910-19 

17.5% 

62,1% 

20.3% 

1900-09 

22.1 

71.0 

6.9 

1890-99 

49.4 

47.5 

3.1 

1880-89 

72.5 

16.0 

11.6 

1870-79 

75.8 

6.3 

17.9 

1860-69 

82.5 

8.6 

8,9 

1850-59 

90.3 

2,8 

6.9 

1840-49 

95.6 

0,3 

4.1 

1830-39 

77.5 

1.1 

21.5 

1820-29 

74.7 

2,6 

22.7 


Source: U.S, Bureau of the Census. Immigrants and Their Children: 7 920, 
Census Monographs VII, by Niles Carpenter (Washington. D.C.i Government 
Printing Office. 1927). p, 62. Taken from Rosenblum 1973 t p. 71. 
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Indiana Illinois, and southern California. Between 1910 and 1940 4 
million Southerners migrated to the Northern cities (Kolko 1976, p. 

80 ) 

The massive immigration of displaced peasants caused a con¬ 
siderable degree of upward mobility for native-born Northern workers 
of western European stock. "Yankees” were recruited for foremen, 
clerks, and all white-collar occupations. The immigrants resented 
working for foremen of other immigrant groups, and thus there was 
a special inducement for capital to employ Yankees in this role (see 
Kolko 1976, pp. 80-82). 

The immigrant workers found wretched conditions in the Amer¬ 
ican factories. The 12- to 15-hour day was the norm in light industry. 
Steelworkers worked 12-hour shifts seven days a week without 
vacations. Child labor was common. Few safety or comfort facilities 
were available. Immigrant workers were further often subjected to 
the labor contracting system where contractors of their own national¬ 
ity would mediate between them and their employers. These con¬ 
tractors took a percentage of wages in addition to their fee and, 
further, often held back the first week or two of wages until the end 
of the contract to ensure worker compliance. Arbitrary fines and 
cheating were common characteristics of the labor contracting system 
(see Feldstein and Costello 1974, pt. 4). 

Before the Civil War, wages in the United States were consider¬ 
ably higher than they were in Europe. This historic differential was 
a product of abundant cheap land and, before the post-1850 rapid 
displacement of the European peasantry, a relatively low 7 immigration 
rate. The w r age differential, combined with the almost insatiable 
hunger for unskilled workers after the Civil War, caused millions 
and millions of peasants who were being displaced from the land in 
southern and eastern Europe (by the expansion of capitalist relations) 
to migrate to the United States in search of work. In 1870 wages in 
the United States were two to four times greater than in the United 
Kingdom, France, or Germany. Anthracite miners in the United 
States made two to eight times more than in Poland, Russia, Austria, 
Hungary, or East Prussia (Kolko 1976, p. 82). After the Civil War, 
however, the wage gap between Europe and the United States began 
to shrink as the massive transatlantic transfer of population acted to 
exert downward pressure on the wage level in the United States (as 
well as to alleviate downward pressure on wages in Europe). In the 
1860-1913 period real wages increased by 50 percent in the United 
States, compared to 60 percent in Germany and France, 90 percent in 
the United Kingdom, and 200 percent in Sweden (see Rosenblum 
1973, p. 22). 

The wage differential between Europe and the United States had 
major consequences, other than attracting large numbers of foreign 
immigrants. It gave a capital bias to industrialization in the United 
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States (labor was dearer than machinery). Labor-saving innovations 
were introduced in the United States more rapidly than in Europe 
and their adoption became generally more rapid because of the higher 
wages in the United States (especially for unskilled labor). The 
considerably higher wages in the United States also acted as a 
conservatizing force. As oppressive as conditions were, the immigrant 
workers drew the comparison between their wages and what they 
could earn in the "old country," and thus felt privileged in many 
ways. In 1909 the average wages of southern and eastern European 
born workers were about two-thirds that of white native born 
workers (Kolko 1976, p. 83). But with a considerable wage gap be¬ 
tween the new country and the old (their primary reference), it was 
not so important for the immigrant workers that they were on the 
bottom of American society. 

The differential with the old country was especially salient since, 
except for the Jews who fled Russian pogroms, all the major immi¬ 
grant groups to the United States in the 1880-1924 period came with 
the intent of working, saving money, and then returning to their 
native land. The psychology of gaining the means for a "second 
chance" back home, or reversing their marginal existence as peasants 
in rural Italy or Russia, prevailed. 

In the 1880-1924 period about one-third did return home perma¬ 
nently, the rest continuingly putting off their return until they had 
established such roots (most were unable to save sufficient money to 
realize their dream) that they gave up the plan. In the 1880s and 
1890s the rate of return was about one-third the rate of new immi¬ 
gration. From 1900 to 1914 it was about 40 percent. From 1914 to 
1922 the rate of return was over half that of new immigration (Kolko 
1976, p. 70). About two-thirds of all Rumanians and Hungarians 
returned, as did 56 percent of southern Italians, 40 percent of Poles, 
46 percent of Greeks, 52 percent of non-Jewish Russians, and 21 
percent of British (Kolko 1976, p. 70). A pattern of back and forth 
migration developed. In the 1899-1910 period 12 percent of European 
immigrants to the United States arrived for at least the second time. 
The intention to return home was reflected in the sex ratio of the 
immigrants. From 1899 to 1924 there were twice as many men as 
women immigrants. 

The migration to the United States in search of work and fortune 
was seen as a tentative and transitory experience. As a result the 
new immigrant work force was oriented primarily to their own ethnic 
group and to developments back home (to which they would soon 
return). Their concerns were thus directed away from class con¬ 
sciousness or building organizations of working class struggle in the 
United States . The “old country" orientation that prevailed in the 
American working class until at least the 1920s was thus a major 
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inhibiting factor in the development of socialist consciousness in the 
U S working class (see Kolko 1976, pp. 70-72). The largely young, 
single and male immigrant workers rarely protested in collective 
ways since they did not plan to stay long in the mills. Many 
immigrants responded to dissatisfaction and lack of employment 
opportunities by moving up their planned departure for their home¬ 
land, rather than joining organizations to fight for better conditions 
in the United States. Emigration, not social transformation, thus 
provided the easiest and most common solution to the problems 
experienced by foreign-born workers. Those who returned to Europe 
were often the most aggressive workers as well as the most militant 
and resistant to the demands of capital (some were in fact deported). 

It is important to emphasize that with a few exceptions—such as 
the German immigrant workers in the 1850s and 1860s, and the 
Jewish and the Finnish immigrants after 1890—very few of the 
immigrants were socialists when they arrived in the United States. 
In fact, the mass of the peasant immigrants to the United States 
from Italy and Poland had been largely untouched by even the demo¬ 
cratic mass movements that swept the urban areas of their countries 
in the mid-nineteenth century, and thus arrived in the United States 
virtually without politics of any kind. However, the experience of 
exploitation in the United States, the shock of realizing that the 
streets were not “paved with gold,” radicalized many immigrants. 
The experience of the transformation from peasant to industrial 
worker resulted in the considerable growth of support for socialism 
in wide sectors of the immigrant communities. This was especially 
the case in mining, shoemaking, and the brewing industry, and after 
1917, among immigrants from the old Russian Empire—many of 
whom were radicalized along with their relatives in the old country 
as a result of the Bolshevik Revolution (see Laslett 1970; Aronowitz 
1973, chap. 3). 

The fact that virtually all immigrants to the United States came 
with an overwhelmingly economic orientation had a considerable 
effect on the emerging social and political consciousness of the 
American working class. Desirous of accumulating as much money 
in as short a time as possible in order to return to the old country 
and establish themselves as successful petty bourgeois, the typical 
ex-peasam immigrant was very hard working, frugal, and compliant; 
and, further, was largely uninterested in the struggles of the estab¬ 
lished working class. The immigrant was less likely to be absent and 
more enthusiastic about long hours than the native born. Their 
normally zealous work habits often meant they were willing to take 
risks and put up with unsafe working conditions (as well as being 
genera > reluctant to strike). The immigrants generally put up with 
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oppressive working conditions both because the wages were so high, 
and because they considered themselves to be undergoing a temporary 
travail necessary to achieve the good life back home (Rosenblum 
1973, chap. 5). 

The hard work attitude of the immigrant workers was also 
facilitated by the radical uprooting, not only from rural peasant life, 
but also from a familiar national culture. The separation from tradi¬ 
tion. routine, and friendship networks of the old life made the 
immigrants amenable to both work reorganization and to a more 
rapid pace of work than would have been possible in the old country 
(where informal work norms and social pressures would have oper¬ 
ated in a higher degree in slowing increased productivity). 

The economic orientation of most new immigrants, together with 
their clustering in ethnic ghettos isolated from the mainstream of 
American life (working class or otherwise) meant that their primary 
exposure to U.S. society was at work. Thus, as the union movement 
eventually developed among such workers it tended to be heavily 
biased in the direction of bread and butter business unionism, rather 
than a class-conscious radical working class movement. Unions 
tended to be seen, more than in Europe, as instruments of short-term 
economic improvement (the primary orientation of the immigrant 
workers). Longer term goals and broader social conscience continued 
to be displaced onto the gradually receding goal of a changed life in 
the old country, or were absorbed by ethnic-based institutions (includ¬ 
ing the churches). 

The new immigrant sense of ethnic identity was considerably 
enhanced, if not created entirely out of whole cloth, in the United 
States. In Europe one was a peasant, a Catholic, or a native of a 
certain village or perhaps region, not an Italian or Pole. National 
identities for most groups of ex-peasants were created in the rel¬ 
atively ethnically homogeneous settlements in the United States and 
reinforced by the hostility demonstrated toward them by native-born 
Americans. Most new immigrants had little contact with people not 
of their nationality for some time after their immigration. Parochial 
localist peasant attitudes of the old country tended to break down as 
larger ethnic solidarities developed that served to overcome differ¬ 
ences within an emerging national group yet at the same time served 
to increase isolation both from other national groups and the native 
American working class (see Rosenblum 1973, pp. 150, 151; Davis 
1981, p. 35). 

As urbanization accelerated and mass urban transport came into 
general use the larger cities became segregated into separate midd e 
class suburbs, decent older housing largely occupied by native-torn 
workers, and an inner core of tenements and overcrowded boarding 
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houses for the new immigrant proletariat. These latter inner city 
areas became elaborately partitioned into ethnically (and linguis¬ 
tically) differentiated neighborhoods, each with a fairly self-sufficient 
(even if microscopic) life of its own. These communities shared 
common rituals and celebrated national festivals. Friendly and 
benevolent societies, sports, religious activities, and entertainment 
were all organized within such ethnic enclaves. The ethnic commun 
ities became a surrogate for returning home; they kept the hope of 
return as well as traditional culture alive, thus reproducing (and 
developing) ethnic rather than class identification. 

Each ethnic community was from the beginning class stratified 
as the mass of immigrant workers was accompanied by a few petty- 
bourgeois labor contractors and merchants with money who used 
their ethnicity to exploit the overwhelming working class majority of 
the ethnic communities. The ethnic petty bourgeoisie came to provide 
political leadership, often integrating themselves into Democratic 
*T ty Urban machine Politics, gaining petty favors for their con- 
stituents '0 return for the votes of those who had been “naturalized" 
(see Kolko 19/6, p. 90). 

In the plants the workers were often organized on the basis of 
linguistic and ethnic groupings (supervised bv unsympathetic native 
IT c swo ’’ kers ° r supervisors). The ethnic divisions within the new 
L'nifTi 1 " 2 d T T 6 reproduced and encouraged by the policies of 
eivinff S18n ? d v, t0 i ke<?P different ethnic groups divided through 

orivnLSTIh S ' B lL y m0r f pnvileges ’ or at ieas t different minor 
somS' han hgrS ' ° r by segre S atin g tasks by ethnic groups and 

— b ° stil e «hnics on the same job in order 

to make all more tractable (Kolko 1976, p. 75). 

throu^th^ISi? m J gration of the Irish and Germans in the 1850s 
bv the Immiffraf 1 ^ 0 eastern and southern European immigration 

Zmtv ai Z Z ACt ° f , 1924 ' the new Emigrants facld the 
their working T'hv” workers who felt they were undermining 
refused admS^*‘T/™* wages - The y w ere rioted against, 
Efforts were maH T ° tF f d j un ’ ons ' and evicted from work places, 
waves of xennnhrth'° 6XC ^ tbem from the fran chise. Periodically 
Protective XSSJ"' * S that spearh ^ d ^ d by the American 

blaming unemployment'"dCri' 1890S ’ W ° Uld SWCep 0ver the countr > F ’ 
on the “flood of ' ■ ’ ' 60 ining economic conditions, and so forth 

(Daris l^p ir S Unl ° aded ° n AmeHca by papal agentS ” 

ethnic bifurcation Came t0 reflect the fundamental 

born who were rnn " me ncan working class between the native 

immigrants of the ranldl * n tbe skilled trades and the new 
P y growing mass-production industries. The 
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major strikes of the later part of the nineteenth century (e g Home¬ 
stead Steel) were primarily defensive strikes led by native-born crafts- 
workers attempting to hang on to their traditional skills and preroga¬ 
tives against the offensive of monopoly capital that was attempting 
to increase its control of the production process, destroying the old 
craft unions in the process. The largest strikes of the pre-World War 
I period (the strike wave of 1909-13), on the other hand, were largely 
offensive strikes of the previously unorganized new immigrant 
proletariat. Just as the former were generally led by American Federa¬ 
tion of Labor (AFL) craft unions, the new Industrial Workers of the 
World (IWW), a militant, class-conscious industrial union, frequently 
came to play a leading role in the latter. During this period there was 
great hostility between the AFL leaders and the IWW. with the craft 
unions of the native born regularly undermining and sabotaging the 
strikes of the immigrant proletariat (see Davis 1981, p. 40). The 
defeat of the strike wave of 1919, which had temporarily brought the 
native born and the new immigrant working class together, resulted 
in the retreat of native born workers to a gradually weakening craft 
unionism, and the immigrant workers away from unions and strikes 
altogether (until the mid-1930s). 

The seeds of an emerging working class unity were drowned in 
the 1919-24 period in the most massive wave of nativist reaction and 
state repression the United States has ever seen. The Ku Klux Klan 
reached a membership estimated as high as 4 million, becoming a 
major force throughout the middle western industrial states where 
the new immigrants were concentrated. Its focus on anti-Catholicism, 
anti-Semitism, anti-Bolshevism, and the “American Way” had signif¬ 
icant appeal to many skilled native-born (relatively privileged) 
workers who were led to believe that the largely Catholic and Jewish 
(the latter often Socialist) new immigrants were their enemy. Nativist 
hostility to the religions of the immigrants had the effect of strength¬ 
ening immigrant religious identifications, just as nativist hostility to 
the persons and cultures of the immigrants forged developing 
nationalist identity among first-generation immigrants. 

Nationality based groups became the primary institutions of 
emotional support—rather than broad class-based unions, parties, 
and their associated activities (as typically became the case in Europe 
at the same time). Even the leftist movement that did develop among 
immigrants (e.g., the foreign language federations in the Socialist and 
early Communist Parties) were largely organized along ethnic lines. 
By the time the second generation of eastern and southern European 
immigrants entered the labor force, the institutions of business 
unionism (mostly incorporated into the AFL) were firmly implanted 
(the industrial class-conscious traditions of the IWW never established 
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firm roots) and were thus difficult to overcome. The Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (CIO) in the 1930s. in the face of a major 
crisis of capitalism, temporarily made major strides in the direction 
of class-conscious radical unionism, but soon fell back into the 
business unionism mold with the ending of the crisis and the patriotic 
and solidarity creating euphoria of the Second World War. In most of 
the rest of the capitalist world the shocks of rapid industrialization, 
economic crisis, and brutal exploitation characteristic of early indus¬ 
trialization provoked the formation of militant class-conscious unions 
and revolutionary oriented mass working class parties (e.g,, the 
Marxist, anarchist, and syndicalist movements) that virtually every¬ 
where became the dominant forces in working class politics during 
this period, The peculiar nature of the U.S. immigrant working class 
during the equivalent period in the United States resulted in its 
isolation from the effect of these forces during the crucial early years 
of institution formation. 

The children of the immigrant workers were subject to very 
different pressures than were their parents. Unlike them, they were 
strongly oriented to the United States. Walls were structurally 
created between the immigrants and their American children. Com¬ 
pulsory schooling was in good part introduced during the period of 
the heaviest foreign immigration in good part to “Americanize” the 
second generation. The children were ridiculed for speaking their 
parents' tongue and for practicing the customs they had learned at 
home, and were induced to be ashamed of their parents and their 
national heritage. The limbo status of the children, their lack of full 
integration into either the old ethnic culture or the new American 
culture, facilitated familial breakdown, the destruction of the ethnic 
subcultures and communities, and the growth of juvenile delinquency. 
In fact, it acted to hinder the emergence of a unified cooperative 
working class culture transcending ethnicity. The second generation 
tended to totally accept American values just as strongly as the first 
held on to the old ways. The children were made to feel that to 
achieve recognition they must make themselves into "Americans." 
As a result, American patriotism developed very strong roots in the 
second generation. A patriotism grew that expressed the desire to be 
accepted and respected. A patriotism that was manipulated to per¬ 
suade workers to endorse the ‘‘American ethic” of hard work, 
obedience to law r and order, and respect for authority as well as to 
resist unions and radicalism as “un-American.” 


7 


The Structure of the Contemporary 

U.S. Working Class 


The working class is by far the largest social class in the United 
States. Its size as a proportion of the class structure has stayed 
relatively constant since the 1920s. In this chapter the components of 
the U.S. working class, i.e., type of occupation (industrial, white 
collar, service, and so on) and economic sector (manufacturing, 
farming, state, and so on), are studied. An examination of the 
economic position of the working class shows that there has been no 
tendency toward economic equality, and until the mid-1960s the stan¬ 
dard of living of U.S. workers experienced a long-term increase. The 
culture and ideology of the working class is shown to be largely a 
response to the particular oppressions inherent in the distinctive 
relation to production of this class. Last, the origins, role, and effect 
of trade unions are analyzed as an aspect of the class response of 
workers to their position in capitalist relations of production. 


THE SPECIFICATION OF THE CONTEMPORARY WORKING 
CLASS 

The working class does the labor of capitalist society, without 
having the power to determine the conditions of that labor. Workers 
are free to sell their labor power to those who have the ability to buy 
it (i,e. P those who own and control the means of production). But once 
they agree to sell, its disposition is in the hands of their employers 
and their agents in the managerial middle class. The working class 
in capitalist society is forced to sell its labor power because it does 
not own sufficient means of production to otherwise support itself, 
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Labor power is allocated according to the interests of capital. The 
worker is placed into the structure of capital in accord with the logic 
of profit maximization. 

Over the course of the twentieth century the proportion of work¬ 
ing class occupations (as defined by the U.S. Census categories of 
clerical, sales, craftsworkers, operatives, farm and nonfarm labor, 
and service) has stayed fairly constant at between 70 and 75 percent 
of the employed population (see Table 7.1). The proportion tended to 
rise slightly from 1900 to 1940 and slip somewhat over the course of 
the 1970s. In 1979, 71.8 percent of all occupations were working 
class, approximately the same level as in the 1900-20 period (see 
Table 7.1). 

When we examine the class structure (remembering that social 
class position is generally determined by the higher status job of a 
married couple, i.e., normally the husband’s job), we see that from 
1920 to 1979 the working class (as measured by the proportion of 
working class occupations in the male occupational structure) held 
constant at between 70 and 72 percent of the population. In 1979 it 
was 70.9 percent of the total, approximately its level in 1970 (72.4 
percent) and 1960 (69,8 percent) (see Table 7.2). Thus, it can be seen 
that there is a very strong tendency for the relative size of the 
■working class to remain constant at roughly 70 percent of the em¬ 
ployed population (as measured by the U.S, Census categories). 

When the U.S. Census categories are reconceptualized to make 
them more compatible with our definition of class as relations of 
production (by removing the police, high-level sales employees, and 
foremen from the working class) in 1970 the size of the working class 
(as measured by the male occupational structure) was 60.0 percent of 
the employed population (see Table 7.3). The removal of occupations 
that are really intermediate in position between the middle class and 
the working class reduces the size of the class by roughly 17 percent. 
Assuming that these same reduction ratios applied in 1979, we can 
estimate the true size of the working class as a proportion of the 
employed population in 1979 as approximately 59 percent. Thus, we 
are struck by two facts: first, the substantial majority of the popula¬ 
tion is working class; and second, the percentage of the population 
that is working class has essentially been constant over the entire 
twentieth century. 

The working class can be categorized in terms of relative degree 
of skill (i.e., skilled, semiskilled or “operatives", and unskilled labor¬ 
ers); economic sector (i.e., manufacturing, mining, agriculture, fi¬ 
nance, and so on); type of employer (i.e., private corporations or the 
state); and type of labor (i.e., blue collar /manual, or white collar/ 
n ” n ^ a c nua ^' The most commonly used categories, those employed by 
the L.S. census and the censuses of most countries, mix these distinct 


TABLE 7.1: The Occupational Composition of the U.S. Working Class, 1900-79 

(percentage of total working class occupations) 8 _ 

1900 1920 1940 1960 1970 1979 


CO 

<y> 

CM 

m 

o> 

h- 

r 

CO TT 


■ 00 

o 

to 

o 

tn 

cd 


oo 

o 

to 

CD 

i- 

cd 1 

1 d 

d 

to 

CM 


CO 


CM 


Tf 



to 

o 

ip- 

CT> 

to 


(fi co o) ^cocnj^j; i--- t- o o O t~ 
to O) w co co cd cd W c\i id u- 

CM CO r— CM in y- y— CO 


# 

CM CO O 


o o> a> 

t- CM i— 


CD U) CO 


W O) to N 


CM 


CO O T- 'T- 

cd tri CD CO CM y~ 
in 1- y— 


o h- 

y- <D 


# 


cd in o tt 


h- t- 
CM 


co in 

r- m 


y- in 
CD 


^ o ^ 

h- i- 


CO Tf S CO CO CM 
Tf CO d Ifi CO N r- 


O 

V 

Q> 

.tr cd 


CO 

£ to 

• 1 
o « 


a ~ 

- § 

□ ^ 

T3 P 


4C W «■- 
Q> — 
o > c to 

« t3 to 

ii s 1 

Z. CL O 

Q O Z 


CL 

2 

o 

H 


(O CD 
o 

o ~ 

rt w 

<D ® 

o E 
> o 

£ Q 
cn 


o 

d £ 

92 


IS 

o 03 


o 

to 

<o 

CM 


to 

CO 

CM 

'O- 

CM 

o 

a> 

CM 

K. 

CD 


CM 

cd 

05 

CM 

in 

CD 

0> 

cd 

o 


y— 

CM 


m 


to 




h- 

o 

co 

CO 


CO to CM CO 


CO CM 
CO 


CM 05 CO CO 

in to cm in cd 

M S t- CO 


m 

o 

o ®- 

5 ° 


o 52 
o 3 

o 3 


_ o 
to U 

O 7 
a> 

V) D 

E f? 

O <B 

o H 

z 


<0 

o 

o 

o 


irt *- 

£0 a> 
ca & 

o e 

J 3 0 ) 
02 
5 s 

« 5 

O ^ 


00 


in 

in 


oj 






05 

o> 

to 


° « 
3 

™ o 

c a 

5 ’g 

u- CP 
a) :x 
cl o 
to a 

3 E 
< 0 


CL 

qj 


Ol 

CO 


n 

in 

03 

© 

o 

k_ 

<D 

£ 

E 

o 

O 


£ c 

* £ 0 

i ii 


c ® 

II 

3 S 

§ O 

O c 
. « 

d a 

m n 


5 a 

o tb 
n o 

o cd 

5 3 
co .. 

O s 

S§ 

o o 

2 CO 


231 











TABLE 7.2: The Changing Structure ol the U.S. Working Class, 1900-79 ( percentage)* _ 
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*U,S. Census definitions. 

Note: Data for the male occupational structure. 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce 1975b, p. 139; 1981a, p. 41B. 
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TABLE 7.3: The Structure of U.S. Working Class In 1970 


Occupation 

Percentage 

Sales workers (less intermediate sector sales employees) 

4.6% 

Clerical workers 

12.4 

Total white-collar 

17.0 

Craftsworkers (less foremen) 

27.2 

Operatives 

31.4 

Nonfarm labor 

10.5 

Total industrial workers 

69.1 

Farm laborers (less foremen) 

2.4 

Total production workers 

71.5 

Service workers s less police) 

11.3 

Total blue-collar 

82.9 

Total working class 

100.0 

Absolute number (1000s) 

28,548 

As a percentage of all employed population 

60.0 


Note: Reconceptualized U.S. Census categories for male occupational struc¬ 
ture. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970c, Table 43 


dimensions. Thus, most of the data available have been compiled in 
terms of manual craftsworkers, operatives, and laborers, farm labor¬ 
ers (regardless of skill or type of labor); service workers (regardless of 
skill or type of labor); clerical workers (regardless of skill), and sales 
workers. Most of the statistical analysis used in this chapter will, 
thus, have to use these categories. Probably the most fundamental 
structural division within the working class is between blue-collar 
(manual) workers, which encompasses the census categories of crafts¬ 
workers, operatives, unskilled nonfarm labor, farm labor (these four 
together being production workers), and service workers (except the 
police), and white-collar (nonmanual) workers, which encompasses 
clerical and sales workers (excluding all managerial, professionals, 
and semiprofessional “intermediate" employees). Because the essen¬ 
tial difference between production and service workers on the one 
side and clerical and sales workers on the other is less and less one 
of degree of physical strength versus mental work (as all segments of 
the working class increasingly are objectively becoming semiskilled 
machine operatives), the terms “blue-collar’' and "white collar, 
which underline status differences, rather than “manual and ''non- 
manual,’' which underline differences in the nature of work, are 
preferred. 

Blue-collar occupations declined by 26 percent (measured as^ a 
proportion of all working class occupations) between 1900 and 1979, 
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from 89.3 percent to 65.8 percent of the total. The proportion of all 
jobs that are industrial (craft, operative, nonfarm labor) has slowly 
declined from 1920 to 1979. In 1920 it was 55.4 percent of all working 
class occupations and in 1979, 46,1 percent. The total number of 
production workers declined more rapidly from 76.4 percent in 1900 
to 47.4 percent in 1979 as farm laborers shrunk from 25.2 percent to 
1.3 percent of all jobs. From 1940 to 1979 the most important changes 
in the occupational structure were the radical reduction in the size of 
farm labor and the radical growth in clerical labor, which increased 
from 4.3 percent to 25.3 percent of the total number of working class 
jobs. 

Examining the figures for the class structure it can be seen that 
there was a decline in the proportion of the working class that was 
blue collar from 1900 to 1940 (from 88.9 percent to 83.0 percent of the 
population), while between 1940 and 1979 the proportion essentially 
held steady (it was 82.3 percent in 1979). The proportion of the 
working class that was industrial workers grew from 1900 (56.3 
percent) to 1960 (67.4 percent), and then held steady through 1979 
(67.5 percent). Production workers as a percentage of the working 
class declined from 84.3 percent in 1900 to 71.6 percent in 1960, 
holding fairly constant since. Between 1940 and 1979 the most signif¬ 
icant changes in the composition of the working class were the decline 
of farm labor and the growth of the (nondomestic) service work 
sector, which increased from 7.4 percent to 12.3 percent. There was 
no change in the size of the white-collar sector (see Table 7.2). 

When the U.S. Census categories are corrected (removing fore¬ 
men, police, and high-level sales people) the blue-collar working class 
in 1970 was 82.9 percent of the working class, the industrial sector of 
the working class 69.1 percent, and production workers 71.5 percent. 
Thus, it is clear that the overwhelming bulk of the working class has 
been, and continues to be, blue-collar workers, with the great bulk of 
these being industrial workers (two-thirds of the working class from 
1960 to 1980). 


Blue-Collar Manual Workers 

Crafts workers have a considerable degree of control over their 
work process (relative to other workers). They typically work in 
conditions of relatively low mechanization of their particular craft, 
e.g., building construction, shipbuilding, printing, in which their 
skills, acquired over many years (in apprenticeship programs or 
vocational training programs), are a particularly important component 
of the production process, e.g., carpenters, electricians, painters, 
plumbers, jewelers, mechanics, machinists, tool and die makers, 
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printers, and so forth. If the concept of a craftsworker were to be 
extended to white-collar occupations it can be considered to include 
such occupations as personal secretaries, computer operators, higher 
level salesmen, and the like. 

Craftsworkers have significant control over the pace of their 
work. Their labor is usually relatively free from pressure as well as 
intrinsically relatively interesting. Craft jobs, more than others, 
involve the use of judgment and initiative. Craftsworkers generally 
consider themselves as good as their supervisors in both technical 
competence and social worth. The production process of craft labor 
tends to be less socialized and more individualized than that of 
semiskilled machine operatives. Craftsworkers typically have a rela¬ 
tively low degree of interdependence with other craftsworkers (in 
comparison to other types of worker’s interrelations). This is mani¬ 
fested in the degree of solidarity developed on the job. A study of 
British factory workers found that 39 percent of craftsworkers 
compared to 60 percent of assemblers talked to their work mates on 
the job and during breaks “a good deal.” The same study also found 
that only 13 percent of craftsworkers compared to 32 percent of 
assemblers and 41 percent of machinists would be upset by being 
moved away from present work mates (Goldthorpe et al. 1968a, pp. 
50-51). The highly skilled nature of their work, however, does lend 
itself to cooperation for purposes of improving conditions of their 
labor, wages, and privileges, even against other parts of the working 
class (often of different ethnicity). Because it takes so much time to 
learn the skilled trades, such workers are in a position to monopolize 
their skills through craft unions and, thus, to protect their relative 
privilege both against capital and less skilled labor. Skilled workers 
have historically been the first workers to organize as well as to 
build effective (business) unions. 

In 1970, 35.9 percent of those categorized by the U.S. Census as 
craftsworkers were in the manufacturing sector (compared to 40.2 
percent in 1940) and 25.4 percent in construction (24.4 percent in 
1940), In both years there was also a significant proportion of all 
craftsworkers in transport, trade, and the services (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census 1940, Table 82; and 1970c, Table 1). It should be noted 
that the reorganization and deskilling of the crafts has been most 
effective within manufacturing enterprises whose scale of operations 
and size of enterprises facilitates rationalization. Craftsworkers in 
smaller enterprises, and in economic sectors that do not lend t em 
selves to a detailed division of labor or detailed supervision (e.g., 
construction), have experienced much less deskilling and \vor re 
organization than those in large-scale, capital-intensive manufacturing 
enterprises. It should be noted that the ratio of all those c assi le as 
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craftsworkers (plus foremen) to alt industrial workers increased from 
29 percent to 40 percent between 1940 and 1970 (see Table 7,1). This 
mostly reflects the inflation of the category of craftsworker (which 
now on average requires less generalized skill than before) as well as 
the more rapid automation of unskilled compared to skilled labor that 
has occurred over the course of the twentieth century. This statistic 
also reflects the fact that the census category of craftsworker also 
includes foremen (foremen increased from 10.4 percent to 14.4 percent 
of all those in this general category from 1940 to 1970, reflecting the 
generally expanded role of supervision). 

Semiskilled workers or ‘'operatives" run machines (including 
trucks and equipment) but are not so skilled that learning to effi¬ 
ciently run the machines takes more than a few weeks or months 
(i.e., does not require extensive apprenticeship or vocational training 
programs). Such workers tend to have little work autonomy and are 
pretty much subject to detailed work requirements imposed by both 
the routine of the machines they tend and a work organization 
administered by supervisors who have full knowledge of how the 
machines work and how to utilize them in the most efficient manner 
In the case of white-collar workers, the equivalent would include 
eypunc operators, typists, and so on, and in the case of service 

att > Inria S ntc Pe i ratl !i eS W ° U , ld include such occupations as gas station 
2 "workers, and so forth. Such labor requires little 
ls 7 ? ,CiUIy exhausting, and often involves (for blue-collar 
temperature ’ foul ai ^- or high noise, with 
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process since it is their responsibility to move steel in and out of the 
plant as rapidly as possible. Their responsibilities, knowledge of load¬ 
ing, and discretion in handling many different types of products and 
orders puts them in a position to demand concessions from manage¬ 
ment because of the latter’s inability to thoroughly rationalize the 
work process. Cooperation in both efficiently loading and in resisting 
management produces an especially high level of solidarity relation¬ 
ships (see Kornblum 1974, chap. 2). 

The boring nature of semiskilled machine tending is reflected in 
the degree of worker dissatisfaction. One study found that 59 percent 
of all factory workers reported that they would prefer a different 
occupation, including 69 percent of all automobile workers and 65 
percent of all ironworkers and steelworkers (Blauner 1964, p. 202). In 
the late 1960s the quit rate at Ford Motor Company reached 25 
percent a year. At Chrysler in 1969 almost one-half of the newly 
hired workers did not complete their first 90 days. Absenteeism 
without explanation averaged about 5 percent in the auto industry, 
with the rate often reaching 10 percent on Mondays and Fridays 
(Braverman 1974, pp. 32-33). 

The unrewarding and stressful nature of semiskilled operative 
labor tends to result in lack of identification with one’s work. Instead, 
an “instrumental” orientation to labor tends to develop, a feeling 
that one works in order to earn a reasonably high income, instead of 
for an intrinsic reward (see Goldthorpe et al. 1968a). 

Laborers or unskilled workers have traditionally been defined as 
those workers who work with their backs doing purely physical labor 
at tasks that take virtually no time to learn, e.g., ditchdiggers, 
garbage men, loaders, crop pickers, freight handlers, and so forth. 
Such labor tends to be backbreaking, strenuous, tiring, and typically 
low paying as well. It should be noted that today machines are used 
in virtually every occupation to perform the more physically stren¬ 
uous labor, and, further, that most machines are now in good part 
self-regulating and require very little skill. Thus, unskilled physical 
labor has shrunk considerably in importance. Today only about 10 
percent of the labor force has such jobs. 

The distinction between skilled craftsworkers on the one hand 
and operatives and unskilled on the other is probably the most 
profound within the manual working class. The next most important 
distinction is probably that between production workers in manufac¬ 
turing and mining who tend to work under highly socialized condi¬ 
tions and unskilled farm and service laborers who tend to work 
under more primitive and isolated conditions. These two lines of 
division within the working class tend to affect a wide range of social 
practices and political attitudes. 
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in 1970, 39 percent of the industrial working class were skilled 
craftsworkers and 61 percent unskilled or semiskilled operatives and 
laborers (see Table 7.3). The trend over time is for those categorized 
as skilled craftsworkers to rise as a proportion of all industrial 
workers (from 33 percent in 1900 to 46 percent in 1979, as measured 
by the standard U.S. census categories), while the proportion cate¬ 
gorized as unskilled laborers has declined radically (from 39 percent 
in 1900 to 16 percent in 1979). These movements mostly reflect an 
inflation in job definitions, with the relatively less-skilled labor of 
machine tending categorized as "operative,” even when it takes less 
time to master than “nonfarm labor" while other jobs, where most of 
the skill is in the machine, are nevertheless categorized as crafts- 
work. Thus, these changing statistics hide the more essential process 
of relative deskilling of much of former craft labor as well as the 
process of virtually all industrial workers now becoming machine 
tenders of one form or another (with the strength as well as the skill 
of the jobs in good part now 7 contained in the machine). 

Agricultural workers, wageworkers in farming, stock raising on 
ranches, in a dairy, or fishing are generally isolated from centers of 
working class population. Although certain categories are located in 
more or less class-homogeneous communities that facilitate class 
consciousness (e.g., cowboys, fishermen, loggers), farm workers often 
live and w r ork under especially oppressive (sometimes almost semi- 
feudal) conditions. Their pay and job security is generally much 
worse than that of most industrial workers. But mechanization of 
agriculture has proceeded apace, with these workers becoming in¬ 
creasingly like other machine operatives. Dairy farming, especially, 
has become mechanized, as has, to a lesser degree, logging and the 
harvesting of an increasing proportion of all commercial crops. 
Although the condition of rural workers is becoming increasing like 
that of urban factory workers, their work still tends to be more 
diversified, less mechanized, and socialized as well as situated in 
smaller work units. 

There has been an accelerated pace of development of industrial 
agriculture that utilizes wage labor in a manner similar to urban 
factories, employing a more or less constant number of year-round 
workers to run expensive machinery. This has been associated with 
the most radical of all changes in the U.S. working class structure 
°' er the course of the twentieth century—the virtual elimination of 
the agricultural (or farm) sector of the U.S. working class. In 1900 
almost 30 percent of the working class was on the farm, in 1940 
a out 1 2 percent, and in 1979 only 2 percent were agricultural 

workers (see Table 7.2). 

The production sector of the working class is engaged in the 
manu acture of commodities, the extraction of natural resources, the 
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processing of food, the operation of the transport and communications 
network, the production and transmission of energy, and construc¬ 
tion. Generally the conditions of labor here are the most socialized 
and the level of cooperative labor is the highest of any sector. In 
addition, this sector is the most strategic in terms of its essentiality 
and centrality to the economy and the most transparent in terms of 
the role of production workers (versus management) in the output of 
goods. Labor here, especially in the larger production units, is highly 
integrated and tends to train workers to patterns of discipline, 
cooperation, and mutual dependence. It further results in low levels 
of identification with management (higher level supervisors and 
management are strictly segregated from the areas in which produc¬ 
tion occurs). Noncraftsworkers very typically come to function like 
part of their machines (especially in assembly-line work) with their 
every move regulated, regimented, and coordinated to the motions of 
the machines they tend. In smaller enterprises there tends to be a 
greater range of consciousness about employer-employee relations. In 
smaller businesses there is more likely to be a higher probability of 
identification with the boss (who is visible, and whose position often 
seems obtainable); but on the other hand, workers can become more 
bitter here because the smaller scale of operations makes more trans¬ 
parent their degree of exploitation (as well as because of generally 
worse conditions and lower pay in such typically competitive sector 
enterprises). Smaller work units tend to produce the feeling that the 
operation could be managed without the boss. 

Service workers provide nonclerical and nonsales services. They 
are perhaps the most diverse of the census categories. They include 
janitors, cooks, waitresses, dental assistants, barbers, child-care 
workers, elevator operators, hairdressers, ushers, firemen, orderlies, 
stewardesses, bus drivers, cabbies, theater workers, car washers, 
painters, delivery people, phone installers, domestic servants, and so 
on. It should be noted that the U.S. census categorization of occupa¬ 
tions as service workers is, in fact, in good part arbitrary, e.g., cooks 
in restaurants are considered service workers, but workers in food 
processing are considered craftsworkers, operatives, or unskilled; 
cleaners in factories are regarded as unskilled, but in hospitals as 
service workers. Similarly, some transport workers are considered to 
be service workers and others operatives. 

Service workers can be divided between domestic laborers and 
those who work in specialized work places outside of private homes. 
Private household work is demanding and often humiliating. Servants 
are almost completely isolated and surrounded constantly by upper 
class, or in the case of part-time help, by upper middle class employ¬ 
ers. There is, thus, a strong tendency to become identified with the 
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master. Private household servants are today only a very small pro¬ 
portion of the labor force compared to what they were in the nine¬ 
teenth century (when hired labor was very cheap for middle class 
families, and time- and labor-saving household appliances were as of 
yet undeveloped). In 1900 about 8 percent of all employed were 
domestics, but by 1970 only 2 percent (see Table 7.1). Labor formerly 
done by domestic servants has for the most part been mechanized 
(and, thus, displaced to production workers), and to a lesser degree 
socialized and, thus, performed by employees of specialized service 
corporations, e.g., caterers, gardening services, and so on. 

The physical nature of service work is often much like production 
work. Both are more or less equally physical or manual. Workers of 
both types of jobs tend to be similar in income, education, and family 
background. Both types of jobs are typically hard, dirty, tiring, and 
poorly paid. For the most part, the essential difference is that pro¬ 
duction workers tend to produce material things while service 
workers do not (with the consequence that service workers are less 
likely to develop a consciousness of exploitation). Service work also 
tends to differ from production work in being more widely scattered 
in smaller work places through a city, and, thus, isolated from other 
workers (often serving mainly the middle class). Such labor tends to 
be less socialized, more compartmentalized, less mechanized, and less 
cooperative. Much work is done in close contact with the owners of 
the business (with no buffer of foremen), leading to either identifica¬ 
tion with the boss and the desire to start a small service business of 
one’s own, or to high levels of friction (albeit often friction that is 
likely to be manifested in quitting). In general, the condition of most 
service work is less likely than that of production workers to give 
rise to class consciousness. 

Sendee work is perhaps the least affected of all types of working 
class jobs by either automation-mechanization or the rationalization 
of labor. Most jobs in the service sector are less susceptible to tech¬ 
nological change than are production jobs. Thus, while the labor 
force tends to shrink (relatively) in production, it tends to pile up in 
the services. Moreover, because of low capital requirements, competi¬ 
tion among firms in the service industries tends to be reproduced and 
the labor force of this (in good part non monopolized) sector tends to 
be low paid and especially subject to petty humiliations. In addition 
to reflecting the relative difficulty of increasing productivity, the 
growth of the service sector has reflected the socialization of house¬ 
work (formerly performed by unwaged homemakers). There is no 
evidence that the rate of increase in the "consumption” of services 

has increased more rapidly than that of goods over the twentieth 
century. 
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Nondomestic service workers have increased from 5 percent of 
total jobs in 1900 to 17 percent in 1979, a very significant increase 
(the number of domestic plus nondomestic service workers rose from 
13 percent to 18 percent of the total). The rise of the service sector of 
the working class is almost as pronounced as the rise of service 
occupations (from 4.6 percent in 1900 to 12.4 percent in 1979). 

In 1970, 35.7 percent of all those classified as service workers by 
the U.S. Census were food service workers, 23.8 percent cleaners, 
15.2 percent in health care, and 15.0 percent in personal services 
(excluding domestics). Of all service workers 34.8 percent were em¬ 
ployed in the professional service sector (mostly by educational and 
health care institutions), 26.5 percent by wholesale and retail estab¬ 
lishments, and 9.5 percent by establishments that provide personal 
services (barbers, hairdressers, and so on). Other than the decline of 
domestic laborers, the most significant change in the sectorial dis¬ 
tribution of service workers between 1940 and 1970 was in the 
number of jobs in professional services, which increased from 16.0 
percent to 34.8 percent of the total (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1940, 
Table 82; 1970a, Table 1). 

White-Collar/Nonmanual Workers 

Clerical employees work in offices keeping records, preparing 
accounts, handling communications, doing simple calculations, and 
so forth. They perform the same tasks as those of the owner and 
bookkeeper in the era of small business. Clerical workers include 
bookkeepers, office machine operators, receptionists, secretaries, steno¬ 
graphers, telephone operators, typists, file clerks, and so on. 

Although office work has become more dependent on machinery, 
machinery is often ancillary to work with its pace still largely under 
the control of the operator. Mechanization, thus, does not affect the 
social relations of the office as much as it does those of production. 
The average size of offices is as a rule smaller than production units, 
the division of labor within offices tends to separate office workers 
from each other more than the requirements of production separate 
manual workers; further, the nature of clerical work tends to be 
more varied, with a greater necessity for individualized production. 

The office has traditionally been characterized by paternalism 
and its work relations permeated with personalistic and particularist 
ties (with less uniformity in standards of work and remuneration 
than in production work). Such relations cultivate a sense of solidar¬ 
ity vis-a-vis the boss as well as hinder identification with production 
workers. 
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Clerical workers have traditionally had a tendency to think of 
themselves as superior to production workers, to identify with man¬ 
agement (borrowing some of their prestige). This has in part been 
produced by physical nearness to the boss, the nonphysical nature of 
the work, similar dress on the job, and the historical evolution of 
such jobs from petty-bourgeois positions that had significantly higher 
pay and more job control than average working class jobs. In the 
United States in 1977, 42 percent of white-collar workers as compared 
with 26 percent of blue-collar workers identified themselves as middle 
class (see Table 3.11). Lockwood found even more extreme results for 
England—70 percent to 25 percent (1958, pp. 126-27). 

Working class consciousness among office workers is weakened 
by their identifications and status aspirations. Office workers have 
traditionally made invidious comparisons of status across the white- 
collar,'^blue-collar line. However, the income of office workers is insuf¬ 
ficient to produce a middle class life-style. This often produces resent¬ 
ment against both workers and bosses. It should be noted that the 
feminization of office work (especially the employment of young, 
often single women) in place of men is undermining the traditional 
status difference between office and production labor, since such 
young women are more often than not from families with manual 
worker fathers and/or husbands. Not viewing their job as the prin¬ 
cipal definer of their social class they are, thus, more likely than 
male office workers to identify with a broader working class. 

Office work has been radically transformed in the last 100 years. 
Before the closing decades of the nineteenth century few offices had 
more than a half dozen clerks and bookkeepers to assist the owner. 
Such assistants were exclusively male. They were the ancestors of 
modern management as well as of modern clerical workers. The 
early clerks generally acquired their jobs through personal contacts, 
family, or schoolmasters. The expectation was that the clerk would 
stay with his employer indefinitely with a real probability of be¬ 
coming a junior partner or at least chief clerk. In the early office, 
duties were not precisely defined and salaries were not subject to a 
single scale. The gap between such managerial assistants and pro¬ 
duction workers was immense. 

The development of the modern office began in the 1890s with 
the increased employment of low-skilled and low-status office workers 
under the supervision of the older clerks (who were now being trans¬ 
formed into managers). Clerical work was divided into departments, 
and work organized in a systematic and compartmentalized manner 
with detailed supervision becoming general (even before the intro¬ 
duction of machinery). Office machinery came into wide use in the 
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1910s. After 1900 the income gap between office and production 
workers shrank (as well as the income differential among office 
workers) while the income gap with emerging management radically 
increased. At the same time, office work became increasingly female- 
in 1977 in the United States 76 percent of all clerical workers were 
female compared with only 24 percent in 1900 (see Mills 1953, chap. 
9). While office workers’ pay has sunk below that of manual workers 
(especially in the monopoly sector and where there are unions) and 
job control has in many cases sunk to the level of a manual machine 
operator, their job security is typically still greater, as they are 
rather less likely to be laid off than are manual workers. For the 
office worker, greater job security is a partial alternative to owner¬ 
ship and, thus, produces a difference in consciousness compared to 
production workers. Such workers have also traditionally felt that 
their chances of upward mobility are greater than others. Conditions 
of work in offices (although they have become even more centralized 
and socialized through the twentieth century) are less socialized than 
is production labor. Hence, office work tends less than production 
labor to give training in cooperation. 

There has been a tremendous expansion of office work as well as 
of the division of skills and labor in the office generated by the 
changing requirements of monopoly capital (e.g., the vast expansion 
of the sales effort, the great expansion of credit, the increasing 
control of the productive labor process, the increasing rationalization 
of all aspects of production, the increasing importance of planning). 
Office work is not only expanding in relative importance as compared 
to production work, but there is an increasing division of labor 
within it, as tasks become divided, specialized, and standardized. 

Office work is tending to become more like factory labor. The 
traditional difference between factory operatives and office workers 
is declining as both now spend most of the day tending machines 
that require no physical exertion. The work process of offices is now 
tending to become one of continuous flow (the flow of information), 
with the different parts of the work process parceled out among 
many workers, no one of which has a comprehension of the process 
as a whole. Each job in the process is rendered more repititious and 
routine, with tasks tending to be compartmentalized and simplified 
(in order to increase productivity). Shorthand has been made obsolete 
by dictating machines, most of bookkeeping and payroll has been 
computerized, standardized letters are composed by word processors, 
addressing occurs by addressographs, and so on. Secretarial labor has 
been streamlined with executive links to stenographic processes 
through phone and recording equipment and the stenographic pool. 
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, , {exts and phrases, automatic typewriters, and 

JEfiSsTSiS Venters that handle nonfyping dut.es (see 

Braverman 1974 ;^ P ar *^ other mode rn machinery that allows mech- 
Computemation a■ _ ^ resulted in increasing centrahza- 

anization and standar nrocessors small desk-top computers, 

non of office operations Word ^ offices. It 

and other aspect so au d 19g5 the rat i 0 0 f office 

has been estimated » ‘ " '1™ roa chines will rise (rom 

computers. «»-*£* tTT number of white-collar workers 
lo percen - Increased mechanization and rational- 

iMtion'produce^an increasing sense of isolation, impersonality, and a 

maC N>wtffte«mrs^re now often set up away from the front 
office in low rent areas outside the central business district (this 
ffriKtated bv modern communications). Shift work is being intro- 
Sro operate the new machines around the clock. As contact with 
the front rffice declines, the basis for the traditional identifies ton 
wSh and deference to management is also dethrone (see Hamilton 
1972 pp 349-52). However, although office and factory la >r are 
ieromfng more alike, they have no, become UaLOb. labo 
generally continues to involve more responsibility and less work 
alienation as well as to be less socialized, and hence it still does not 
generate class consciousness to the same degree as manua a r. 

Along with the radical decline in farm and domestic labor, the 
other major occupational shift within the working cj&ss * 
taken place in the twentieth century has been the rapid increase in 
the number of clerical jobs—from 4.3 percent of all jo s in - _ 

25.3 percent in 1979 (see Table 7.1). Almost all the growth in white 
collar workers from 10.7 percent of all working class jo s in o 

34.2 percent in 1979 is due to this increase (sales jobs increased from 
only 6.4 percent in 1900 to 8.9 percent in both 1940 and 1979). 

That the large increase in clerical jobs since 1940 has occurre 
concurrent with its feminization is reflected in the statistics on I f 
relative growth of the white-collar (and clerical) sectors (and su 
sectors) of the working class. While the clerical subsector grew from 

4.2 percent to 8.1 percent of the total between 1900 and 1940, it as 
stagnated since (see Table 7.2). In 1979, 8.9 percent of the working 
class was in the clerical sector. Likewise, there was no growth in t e 
sales subsector of the white-collar segment of the working class. 
Overall 17.0 percent of the working class was in the white-collar 
sector in 1940 and 17.6 percent in 1979. It is clear that the great bulk 
of the working class has been and continues to be blue-collar (mostly 
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industrial) workers. What might be taken for the growth of the 
white-collar segment of the working class (the growth in clerical jobs) 
has since 1940 been totally manifested in massive numbers of former 
homemakers (mostly with blue-collar working class husbands) enter¬ 
ing the labor force. There is no reasonable sense in which such a 
transformation from the isolating experiences of working class house¬ 
work to low level clerical labor can be taken as a social indicator of 
the weakening of the blue-collar sector of the working class. 

About one-fourth of all clerical workers in 1970 in the United 
States were employed in the service sector (about 75 percent of these 
in “professional services,” especially educational institutions and 
medical establishments). About one-fifth of clerical workers were 
employed in retail and wholesale trade establishments. Only 18 per¬ 
cent were employed in manufacturing, while 14 percent were in 
finance, insurance, and real estate and 12 percent in public admin¬ 
istration (see U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970, Table 1). 

The ratio of clerical employees to all workers in an economic 
sector can be taken as an indicator of the degree of organization and 
control characteristic of that industry, i.e., the higher the ratio of 
paper workers to production workers, the more monopolized, the 
more technically advanced, the larger the production units, and so 
on. There is a tremendous variation in the ratio of clerical workers to 
all workers in the various sectors of the economy. Agriculture (1.9 
percent) and construction (6.3 percent) have the smallest proportion 
of clerical workers (reflecting the small size of enterprises, compet¬ 
itive markets, and relatively labor-intensive nature of production in 
these sectors). The very high proportion of clerical workers in finance, 
insurance, and real estate (48.2 percent) and public administration 
(39.9 percent) reflects the nature of these sectors—they neither 
produce nor physically transfer any material good, but rather act on 
the sectors that do. Within the manufacturing sector the most labor- 
intensive and competitive enterprises employ the fewest clerical 
workers (e.g., apparel 7.8 percent, textiles 8,8 percent), while the 
more monopolized and technically advanced employ the most clinical 
workers (nonelectrical machinery 13.6 percent, and electrical and 
electronics goods 13.6 percent). 

The rapid growth of clerical workers has, not surprisingly, been 
closely associated with the growth of those economic sectors that 
have an especially high ratio of clerical to production workers, i.e., 
public administration, finance and insurance, and trade (as well as 
the professional services such as medicine and education) and the 
decline of agriculture (which employs very few). Since only about one 
in six clerical workers were in 1970 employed by manufacturing 
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companies, it is clear that it could not be the expansion of clerical 
tasks within this sector that has been primarily responsible for the 
growth of clerical workers. 

Sales workers tend to labor under relatively isolated conditions 
that separate them from other workers, putting them instead in 
contact with clients and patrons (often of middle class or of diverse 
class backgrounds). The individualized nature of selling tends to 
limit the development of collective consciousness. Their role as 
distributors, rather than as producers, makes it harder for them to 
see clearly the nature of exploitation (which tends to be more trans¬ 
parent to those who actually produce the goods they sell). 

Salespeople often tend to identify with their customers (especially 
in smaller stores with regular clientele). Under such conditions sales¬ 
people tend to “borrow prestige” from middle (or upper) class cus¬ 
tomers, thus hindering class consciousness. But in larger stores 
without regular customers, the sales effort is much more impersonal, 
Here conditions are more likely to produce resentment against more 
wealthy customers who buy the goods that the salespeople themselves 
can not afford as well as hostility against management and owners. 
Salespeople often resent the requirement of having to “package their 
personality,” having to be cheerful, efficient, and polite. The condi¬ 
tions of labor of some categories of sales workers are rather like 
semiskilled blue-collar workers, i.e., grocery clerks who spend most of 
their time stocking shelves, sweeping floors, bagging groceries, and 
so forth, rather than actually waiting on customers (see Mills 1953, 
chap. 8). 

A number of structural factors are responsible for the rapid 
increase in clerical and sales in relation to production workers in the 
United States over the course of the twentieth century. Most of the 
structural transformations in the nature of work corresponding to 
the changes in the needs of capital are discussed in Chapter 5. Here 
it need only be pointed out that the following factors have played a 
major role: first, the tremendous increase in the role of marketing, 
advertising, and credit required to sell the goods produced by corpora¬ 
tions; and second, the great expansion of state services, such as 
medicine, education, post office, social work, police, military, and so 
forth, all of which have produced a considerable increase on the one 
hand in the salaried middle class, and on the other in clerical and 
service work jobs. 


The Distribution of Employment by Economic Sector 

The relative size of employment in the different economic sectors 
0 economy has undergone considerable change over the 
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course of the twentieth century. The most rapid expansions have 
occurred in the government sector (from 5.4 percent to 17 3 percent 
of the total between 1900 and 1979); finance, insurance, and real 
estate (from 1.5 percent to 5.5 percent of the total); services (from 8 6 
percent to 18.9 percent of the total), and trade (from 12.3 percent to 
22.3 percent of the total) (see Table 7.4). The most radical declines 
have occurred in agriculture (from 25.2 percent to 1.0 percent), mining 
(from 3.1 percent to 1.1 percent), and transport and public utilities 
(from 11.2 percent to 5.7 percent). Unlike all the other major sectors, 
the relative size of the manufacturing sector has held constant over 
the course of the twentieth century (it was 26.9 percent in 1900 and 
23,1 percent in 1970), although it declined significantly in the 1960 to 
1979 period (see Table 7.4). 

These changes in employment patterns within the U.S. economy 
reflect radical changes in economic organization and productivity. 
The increase in agricultural productivity combined with the natural 
limits to food consumption has meant that very few people are 
employed any longer in this sector, Similarly, tremendous increases 
in productivity in mining together with a much slower growth in 
demand for raw materials has meant the decline in employment in 
this sector. The rapid expansion of the role of the state in monopoly 
capitalist society (reflecting primarily its increasingly central role in 
both the economy and social legitimation) has naturally brought with 
it a rapid expansion in employment in this sector. The intensification 
of the sales effort and the growing centrality of large corporations in 
both the wholesale and retail trade has been responsible for the 
expansion of employment here. The growth of professional services, 
especially education and health care, has been primarily responsible 
for the growth of service sector employment (see Table 7.5). As banks 
and insurance companies have come to play an ever more central role 
in the economy, employment in this sector has, of course, signif¬ 
icantly expanded. The relative expansion of the state, trade, and 
service sectors in relation to the manufacturing sector reflect the 
difficulty of increasing productivity (output per worker) in the latter 
three sectors, compared to the former, and not a tendency for the 
consumption of services or commerce to rise more rapidly than the 
consumption of manufactured goods. This is demonstrated by the 
fact that between 1940 and 1979 manufacturing output (measured in 
quantity terms) increased by a factor of 5.96, while between 1940 and 
1979 employment in the government sector increased by 3.72 times; 
in trade by 2.98 times; in finance, insurance, and real estate by 3.30 
times; and in the service sector by 4.62 times (see Table 7,4 and U.S. 
Department of Commerce 1975b, p, 667). 
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TABLE 7.4: Changes In Number of Employees by Economic 
Sector in the U.S. Economy 



1900 

1920 

1940 

1960 

1979 

Mining 

637 

1,180 

925 

712 

957 


(3.1%) 

(3.6%) 

(2.6%) 

(1.3%) 

(1.1%) 

Construction 

1,147 

850 

1,294 

2.885 

4,644 


(5.6) 

(2.6) 

(3.6) 

(5.2) 

(5.1) 

Manufacturing 

5.468 

10,702 

10,985 

16,796 

20.972 


(26.9) 

(33.0) 

(30.5) 

(30.1) 

(23.1) 

Transport and 

2,282 

4,317 

3,038 

4,004 

5.154 

public utilities 

(11.2) 

(13.3) 

(8,4) 

(7.2) 

(5.7) 

Trade 

2,502 

4,012 

6,750 

11,391 

20,137 


(12.3) 

112.4) 

(18.7) 

(20.4) 

(22.3) 

Finance* insurance, 

308 

902 

1,502 

2,669 

4,963 

and real estate 

(1.5) 

(2.8) 

(4.2) 

(4.8) 

(5.5) 

Services 

1,740 

3,100 

3,681 

7,423 

17,043 


(8.6) 

(9.6) 

(10.2) 

(13.3) 

(18.9) 

Agriculture excluding 

5,125 

4,948 

3,632 

1,604 

930 

forestry and fishing 1 

!25.2i 

(15.3) 

(10.1) 

(2.9) 

(1.0) 

Government 

1,094 

2,371 

4,202 

8,353 

15,612 


(5.4) 

(7.3) 

(11.7) 

(15.0) 

(17,3) 

Total Employees 

20,303 

32,382 

36,008 

55,838 

90,412 


Note: Data are for both sexes 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce 1975b, pp, 137 P 139; 1981a, pp. 


A somewhat different picture is seen when the distribution of 
classes (as indicated by the occupation of men) among different 
economic sectors is examined. Here it is seen that the tendency for 
employment in manufacturing to decline as a percentage of all the 
emp oyed is a result of women entering the wage labor force (largely 
as white-collar and service workers), rather than as a result of a 
decline in employment in that sector. While in 1940, 24.5 percent of 

m3 ' e was ’ n the manufacturing sector, in 

percent was (see Table 7.5). Similarly, the large increases 
m emp oyment in trade, finance, and public administration are mostly 
account or by ex-homemakers entering the labor force, and conse- 
■ Uen ,.' ave had no significant effect on the class structure. The two 
gm leant c anges in the class structure have been those of agri- 
Ure ’ w ic has radically declined in importance, and the non- 
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domestic services, which have considerably increased in importance 

(S00 1 3uJ6 /.DjL 

Within the manufacturing sector some industries have been 
increasing their share of all manufacturing employment From 1 cwlo 
to 1979 the share of fabricated metals rose from 6.9 percent to 8 7 
percent of the total, electronics and electrical machinery from 7 9 
percent to 9.2 percent, and rubber and plastics from 2.3 _ percent to 
4.0 percent. On the other hand, some industries have significantly 
decreased their share of employment. Primary metals (especially steel) 
declined from 7.9 percent to 6.5 percent of total manufacturing 
employment, while the food industry declined from 9.6 percent to 7.8 
percent, textiles declined from 6.6 percent to 5.2 percent and apparel 
from 8.7 percent to 7.5 percent (see Table 7.6). In general, it tends to 
be the high technology monopolized industries that have been increas¬ 
ing their share of all manufacturing sector employment, while the 
competitive-sector light industries (which mostly face sluggish in¬ 
creases in demand) have been declining. 

Employment in the nondomestic service sector of the economy 
has been expanding particularly rapidly (from 1940 to 1970 by a 
lactor of 2.89). However, this growth has been very uneven. For 
example, personal services, including hotel/motel, restaurant workers, 
laundry workers, barbers, hairdressers, and so forth, experienced a 
growth of 1.18 times from 1940 to 1970. This is significantly less 
than the average for all employment in the entire economy (which 
was 1.70 times). Likewise, employment in recreation and amusement 
increased more slowly than the national average, as did many of the 


TABLE 7.5: Economic Sector of U.S. Men 



1940 

1978 

Mining 

902 

(2.7%) 

643 

(1.4%) 

Construction 

2,022 

(6.0) 

4,038 

(8.5) 

Manufacturing 

8,250.6 

(24.5) 

14,126 

(29.8) 

Transport and public utilities 

2,768.3 

(8.1) 

4,344 

(9.2) 

Trade 

5,509.3 

(16.3) 

9,150 

(19.3) 

Finance, insurance, real estate 

1,013.3 

(3.0) 

2,078 

(4.4) 

Services 

Agriculture (excluding 

3,709.6 

(11.0) 

8,787 

(18.5) 

togging and fishing ) 

7,886.8 

(23.3) 

1,041 

(2.2) 

Public administration* 

1,414,1 

(4.2) 

3,268 

(6.9) 

Total labor force 

33,577 

(100.0) 

47,473 

(100.0) 


Not identical with the government sector imany government employees are clas¬ 
sified elsewhere i. 

Sources: U,S. Bureau of the Census 1940, Table 82; 1980b, p. 236. 
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TABLE 7.6: Distribution of Nonsupervisory Employees in 
the U.S. Manufacturing Sector 



1960 

1979 

Lumber 

4.5% 

4.3% 

Furniture 

2.5 

2.7 

Stone, clay, glass 

3.9 

3.7 

Primary metals 

7,9 

6.5 

Fabricated metals 

6,9 

8.7 

Machinery except 
electrical machinery 

8.2 

tO.B 

Electrical and electronics 

7.9 

9.2 

Transportation equipment 

8.8 

9.4 

Food 

9,6 

7.8 

Textiles 

6.6 

5.2 

Apparel 

8.7 

7.5 

Paper 

3.8 

3.6 

Printing 

4.7 

4.7 

Chemicals 

4.1 

4.2 

Rubber and plastics 

2.3 

4.0 

Total manufacturing 

100.0 

100.0 

Absolute number 1000s 

12 t 586 

15.010 


Sources: U S. Bureau of the Census 1970c, Table 1; U.S. Department of 
Commerce 1967, pp. 222-24:1981a, pp. 413-15. 


traditional business and repair positions (e.g., auto services increased 
only 1.18 times in employment). The radical increase in the services 
was located in professional services, mostly the educational and 
health care industries. Overall employment in the professional service 
subsector grew by 4.08 times between 1940 and 1970, while service 
employment in educational institutions grew by 3.95 times and in 
health care establishments by 4.17 times. In 1970 fully 71.5 percent 
of all those classified as employed in the service sector were in 
professional services (32.6 percent of all those employed in service 
industries were in education and 22.4 percent in health care). This 
was up from 50.7 percent—23.9 percent and 15.6 respectively in 1940 
(see Table 7.7). 

The private sector of the economy can be considered to be divided 
into two fundamental sectors: the monopoly/capital-intensive sector 
and the competitive/labor-intensive sector. For the most part, indus¬ 
tries with high ratios of machinery and plant to the number of 
workers employed tend to be dominated by a few firms (since it is 
\er\ difficult for new firms to enter such sectors because of the 
tremendous capital requirements necessary). Likewise, firms with 
re atively small capital per employee ratios tend to be in competitive 
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TABLE 7.7: Changes In the Service Sector of the Economy 


7940 


Percentage 
of Total 
Number Service 
(in 1000s) Workers 


1970 


Business and repair 364 

Auto services 430 

Personal services 

(excluding hotels} 1,418 

Hotel services 553 

Amusement, recreation 395 

Professional services 3,317 

Educational 1,554 

Medical i t 019 

Charitable religious 385 

All nondomestic services 6,547 

All employees all sectors] 45.166 


13.2% 

7.3 

21.7 

8.4 
6,0 

50.7 
23.9 
15.6 

5.9 

100.0 

(14.5%)* 


Percentage 
Of Total 

Number Service Ratio of 
(m 1000s} Workers 1970/1940 


2,428 

568 

1,674 

663 

632 

13,540 

6.171 

4,248 

1,168 

18,937 

76,805 


12 . 8 % 

3,0 

8.8 

3.5 

3.3 

71.5 

32.6 
23.4 

6.2 

100.0 

(24,7%)* 


2.81 

1.18 

1,18 

1.20 

1.60 

4,08 

3.95 

4.17 

3,03 

2.89 

1.70 


* AH nondomestic service workers as a percentage of the total. 

Note Data are for total employment of both sexes, excluding domestics. 

Source; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1940, Table 82; 1970c, Table 1. 

markets (since it takes relatively little capital to open a new enter¬ 
prise here). Table 7.8 displays some of the basic characteristics of 
operatives (or other basic manual workers) in each of the major 
economic sectors of the U.S, economy (excluding agriculture, trade, 
and finance), ranking them by their ratios of assets to nonsupervisory 
employees. 

Although workers in the capital-intensive sector are very slightly 
older and more educated than workers in the labor-intensive sector, 
these differences are minute. There is no significant difference be 
tween these two sectors on these factors. A higher percentage of the 
labor-intensive than capital-intensive sector workers are Ladinos and 
blacks, 20,0 percent versus 16.3 percent. There is not a major 
dif.erence between the two manufacturing sectors, however. It ap¬ 
pears that blacks and Ladinos are almost as concentrated in the 
monopoly sector as in the competitive sector industries. Excluding 
service workers, capital-intensive industries tend to be only slightly 
more unionized than competitive-sector industries (70 percent versus 
64 percent). But industrial workers as a whole tend to be far more 
unionized than service workers (67 percent versus 12 percent), a 
rather radical difference, 

I he two factors on which the capital-intensive and labor-inten¬ 
sive sectors appear to diverge the most is in basic male operative pay, 
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and in the proportion of operatives (or other basic workers) who are 
women In 1969 operatives in the more capital-intensive manufactur¬ 
ing industries earned 21 percent more than operatives in the more 
labor-intensive industries (excluding services) and 36 percent more 
including services. There is an especially great differential in the 
proportion of operatives that are women. In 1970, 19.1 percent of 
operatives in capital-intensive industries were women, compared to 
40 6 percent in the competitive sector excluding services and 49.1 
percent including them. Thus, it is clear that the lower paying labor- 
intensive sector, for the most part, has a strong preference for female 
workers (who can be hired at lower wages) and tends to pay its male 
workers less. It appears that industries in which wages represent the 
greatest part of outlay (i.e.. are labor intensive) and are at the same 
time in competitive markets (which force costs down) are forced by 
market conditions to pay less to men as well as hire a higher propor¬ 
tion of workers who can be paid less (i.e., women). In the capital- 
intensive sector, on the other hand, wages represent a relatively 
small proportion of total outlays and, further, because monopoly 
conditions tend to prevail, wage increases can be passed on to con¬ 
sumers relatively easier (through implicit collusion in raising prices). 
Thus, this latter sector can afford to pay its male operatives higher 
wages as well as to employ a disproportionately male labor force. 

The state sector greatly expanded its share of total employment 
in the U.S. economy over the course of the twentieth century. From a 
total of 5.4 percent of the civilian labor force in 1900, government 
employment expanded to 17.3 percent in 1979. If the military were to 
be included in these figures, in 1979 government employment ac¬ 
counted for 19.5 percent of all employment (see Table 7.4 and U.S. 
Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 376). In 1979 only 18.0 percent of 
all civilians employed by the U.S. state were employed by the federal 
government. Over half, 58.9 percent, were employed by local govern¬ 
ments and 23.2 percent by state governments. It should be noted that 
the long-term increase in public employees as a percentage of the 
labor force ceased in the 1970s. In 1970 it was 17.7 percent of the 
total and in 1979,17,3 percent. The number of civilian federal employ¬ 
ees was constant over the course of the 1970s (at 2.8 million)— thus 
declining as a percentage of total civilian employment from 4.1 
percent to 3.2 percent of the total (U.S. Department of Commerce 
1981a, pp. 318, 413). 

State employment plays a specially important role for some 
sectors of the working class and very little for others. For example, 
in 1970, 21.7 percent of all clerical workers were employed by the 
state as were 25.2 percent of all service workers. The expansion of 
these two occupations over the 1900 to 1970 period must in part then 
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be attributed to the growth of the public sector (especially public 
administration, health care, and education) during this period. On 
the other hand, industrial workers are overwhelmingly in the private 
sector. Only 2.9 percent of all nontransportation operatives were 
state employees (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970c, Table 43). 

The overwhelmingly greatest concentration of government work¬ 
ers is in education. In 1979 there were 6.8 million public employees 
in the educational sector (42.4 percent of all government employees at 
all levels). About 55 percent of these were teachers. The number of 
educational employees has risen rapidly. In 1965 there were only 4 
million (37.5 percent of total public employment). Other major con¬ 
centrations of government workers are in health care and the police 
force (in 1979, 10.2 percent and 4.5 percent of the total). Those 
employed in health care rose slightly from 9.4 percent of the total in 
1965, as did the percentage accounted for by the police, which in¬ 
creased from 4.0 percent (U.S. Department of Commerce 1967a, p. 
437; 1981a, p. 318). 

Traditionally the public sector was less unionized than the aver¬ 
age. In fact, in 1970 only 18.5 percent of public employees were 
unionized as compared to the national average of 27.5 percent of the 
nonagricultural labor force. The 1970s witnessed a significant growth 
of public sector unions while union membership in the private sector 
shrank. By 1978 membership in public sector unions had grown to 
23.4 percent of state employees, the same proportion as was the case 
in the private sector (U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, pp. 429, 
430). This reflects both the increasing size of government units and 
the fact that the need for the state to perform the legitimation 
function (winning and keeping the support of the majority of the 
population) leads it to enact legislation and follow policies that now 
facilitate union organization in the public sector. 

State workers can be considered to have four subsectors. First, 
production workers who essentially perform the same function as 
production workers in private enterprise, e.g., workers in state-owned 
coal mines, steel mills, railways, buses, the post office, utilities, and 
so forth. Such enterprises, at least in Europe, are often run to make 
a profit, if not for the state itself then to subsidize private profit 
making through providing goods or services to business at below 
cost. Production workers also include those state employees providing 
productive services to capitalist enterprises (e.g., airline controllers, 
science researchers and teachers, statistics gatherers, and so on). 
The second subsector includes those performing repressive functions, 
i.e., the police and the military. A third subsector is comprised of 
state employees whose activities are essentially directed to general 
social needs (even when distorted by capitalist society), e.g., firemen 
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in residential neighborhoods, health workers, and so on. Those per¬ 
forming essentially legitimation functions (e.g., social science teach¬ 
ers social workers') make up a fourth subsector. 

The latter three types of state workers are not exploited in the 
same sense as are private sector production workers. No owners, 
stockholders, or controlling group of managers makes a direct profit 
from their labor. The administrative stratum in this sector does not 
derive material benefit from the labor of those they supervise, and, 
thus, they do not have the same incentive for speedup and profit 
efficiency as do managers in private industry (or profit-oriented, 
state-owned enterprises). 

Because these latter categories of state workers generally provide 
services needed by both business and the public, their role in class 
struggle is less clear than that of production workers, e.g., strikes in 
this sector often hurt the public more than private business (and as a 
result antagonism is often generated in other sectors of the working 
class against public employees). Moreover, since pay raises normally 
come out of taxes, taxes mostly borne by working people, rather than 
out of profits there also tends to be a potential antagonism here, with 
many production workers tending to oppose pay raises for state 
workers such as teachers, while state workers tend to develop 
resentment against those workers concerned primarily about their 
tax rates. The indirect relations of state workers to the economy 
tends to inhibit the development of a class consciousness (of solidarity 
with other workers based on the transparency of exploitation), in¬ 
stead facilitating a general hostility to “the public” and/or feelings of 
oppression in “racial" or sexual terms (see Hill 1975, p. 72). 


WORKING CLASS ECONOMIC POSITION 

From the middle of the nineteenth century in both the United 
States and Western Europe there was a long-term tendency for real 
wages to rise. From this time workers received a share of the growing 
wealth that they were producing. In the United States in the 1900-10 
decade real earnings of employees rose by 22.4 percent, from 1910 to 
1920 by 10.7 percent, and from 1920 to 1930 by 24.1 percent (the 
most significant increase until that time); even in the 1930s real 
earnings increased by 13,1 percent. The period of the most rapid 
increase in real earnings, however, was the 1940s and 1950s. Between 
1940 and 1950 real earnings increased by 40.8 percent, and between 
1950 and 1960 by 31.8 percent. These decades saw the incorporation 
of the majority of L.S. workers into the “affluent society." After the 
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mid-1960s, however, the long-term trend for real wages to increase 
came to a halt. Between 1960 and 1970 real earnings increased by 
only 13.2 percent. Between 1970 and 1980, for the first time in the 
twentieth century, there was a decline in real earnings of 7,7 percent 
(see U.S. Department of Commerce 1975b, p. 164; 1981a, p. 422). Real 
wages peaked in 1973. In that year a nonagricultural private sector 
employee had a gross pay of $109.2 a week (in 1967 dollars) and a 
worker with three dependents brought home $95.7, By 1980 gross 
pay had declined to $95.1 while take-home pay for a worker with 
three dependents had been reduced to $83.5 (declines of 12.9 percent 
and 12.7 percent respectively). 

The long-term rise in real wages within the capitalist system has 
been possible because of the long-term trend of rising productivity. 
The working class has shared in the wealth of capitalism, however, 
because of a number of factors. The continuing expansion of capitalist 
enterprises meant a continuingly growing demand for labor, and 
consequently a relative labor shortage that has acted to bid wages up 
over the century. As the new working class lost its roots in the 
peasantry (and subsistence agriculture) it became increasingly reliant 
on only the wage to provide all the necessities of life (thus producing 
pressure for wages to rise). At the same time, commercial agriculture 
experienced an explosion of productivity resulting in the decreasing 
real cost of basis foodstuffs (i.e., “wage goods”), and consequently a 
rise in real wages. As the U.S. working class was formed and a 
degree of craft and class consciousness developed, unionization be¬ 
came a more important force. Strong unions, especially active in the 
1940s and 1950s, were, thus, a major contributing cause of the rapid 
increase in real wages during these years. From the 1930s the U-S. 
state has been active in regulating the economy and providing 
expanding social benefits to the working class (as well as institution¬ 
alizing collective bargaining). This intervention of the state, instituted 
as part of its legitimation function to defuse the crisis of the 1930s 
and prevent its reoccurrence, has acted as a major force in increasing 

real wages. . . . - 

Finally, the closing of large-scale immigration from the rest ot 
the world to the United States in 1924 meant that capital now had to 
find most of the additional workers it needed from within the United 
States, thus driving up wages more than would have occurred with 
the unlimited immigration of poor peasants that had been the tase 
before. The most rapid rise in real wages in U.S. history took place 
in the 1940-60 period when the United States was closed to the 
immigration of cheap foreign labor and U.S, industries were over¬ 
whelmingly hegemonic in the world’s markets (the economies ot its 
chief competitors having been largely destroyed in World War 11). 
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The intensive pace of investment in this period, together with the 
relative labor shortage that it, together with immigration restrictions, 
produced was manifested in a relatively low unemployment rate and' 
consequently strong upward pressure on wages. In the 1946-59 period 
in the United States the unemployment rate averaged 4.5 percent 
compared to the 1970-80 rate of 6.2 percent (see U.S. Department of 
Commerce 1981a, p. 407; 1975b. p. 135). 

It can be speculated that the reversal of the long term-trend of 
increasing real wages that occurred in the period after the mid-1960s 
in the United States has been a result of the reversal of many of the 
factors that were the cause of the long-term trend. The increase in 
productivity of U.S. industry stagnated during this period. Further. 
U.S. industry came under great pressure from other advanced capital¬ 
ist countries whose costs were less (especially West Germany and 
Japan), The tendency to export operations overseas, together with an 
accelerated pace of immigration from Latin America and East Asia 
(the restrictive immigration law was loosened in the mid-1960s) 
during this period have also acted to increase the rate of unemploy¬ 
ment Cue., the size of the reserve army of labor), and hence to put 
downward pressure on real wages. The power of unions in the U S 
economy has declined considerably, thus weakening organized labor’s 
ability to gain a proportional share in the growing wealth of the 
country. While in 1955, 33.2 percent of all nonagricultural employees 

m i oo U c mted States were in unions - in 1965 28 - 4 percent and in 1978 
only 23.6 percent were (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980, p. 429). 

ma y, in the mid-1970s the U.S. economic intervention to ensure 
relative prosperity (increasing productivity and economic growth) 
peakeo, and in the Carter years began to decline (this tendency was, 
of course, accelerated during the Reagan administration) 
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northwestern Europe than in the United States, the working class in 
the former countries receives a considerably higher wage supplement 
(or social wage, in both proportionate and absolute terms) in the 
form of free or heavily subsidized social services than in the latter 
The differences between the two areas include the existence of free 
medical care, heavily subsidized housing, and a higher degree of 
subsidized higher education (along with a whole range of other social 
benefits) for workers in northern Europe. 

The equalization in the living standards of workers throughout 
the advanced capitalist countries has been largely a result of the 
international market in both industrial exports and industrial capital. 
In export markets the lowest wage countries have a competitive edge 
over high-wage producers, resulting in both expanded unemployment 
m high-wage countries and rapid wage increases (to induce an ex¬ 
panded labor force) in low-wage countries. Capital also leaves high- 
wage areas for more profitable low-wage areas, again creating un¬ 
employment (and hence downward pressure on wages) in the former, 
and new demand for labor (and hence upward pressure on wages) in 
low-wage areas. The homogenization of the working class in both 
skill levels and income throughout the advanced capitalist countries 
is, thus, a product of the logic of the world capitalist market. 

Between 1949 and 1978 the income differential in the United 
States between professionals and managerial personnel on the one 
hand and operatives in manufacturing on the other has been constant 
at about 1.5. The middle class-working class differential in incomes, 
thus, has been maintained throughout the postwar period (the class 
gap here is as important as it ever was). It should be noted, however, 
that although operatives in the highly unionized manufacturing sector 
held there own, the position of operatives outside of the manu¬ 
facturing sector deteriorated significantly (see Table 7.9). 

One of the most significant changes in the 1949-78 period was 
the convergence of the income of sales and clerical workers with that 
of manufacturing operatives. Averaging 13 percent more pay in 1949, 
these groups had drawn virtually even with manufacturing operatives 
by 1978, thus undermining the traditional income advantages of 
white-collar over blue-collar workers (a process significant for the 
possibilities of the development of a broader class consciousness 
encompassing both segments of the working class). It should also be 
noted that the traditionally great disparities among factory operatives 
(e.g., between workers in durable and nondurable goods sectors) also 
declined during this period, again increasing the structural possibil¬ 
ities of broader class consciousness. 

On the other hand, the differential between craftsworkers and 
operatives was maintained throughout the 1949-78 period, while the 
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TABLE 7.9: Annual Median Earnings of those with Earnings 
in the United States 

1949 1969 197B 

Professional 53,958 (t.48> $10,617 (1,39) $17,391 (1.43) 


Managerial 

3,944 

(1461 

Sales 

3,026 

1.131 

Clerical 

3,010 

(113) 

Craftsworkers 

3,125 

(117) 

Operatives 

2,607 

0,98 

Manufacturing 

2,671 

100 

Durable goods 

2,742 

(1031 

Nondurable goods 

2,573 

0.96 

Laborers nonlarm 

1,961 

(0-74' 

Service nondomestics 

2,195 

10.82 

Farm labor 

863 

10.32 

Farmers 

1,455 

(0.55 

Total 

2,668 

1.00 


Note: Data are for males only. 

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census 
Table 56. 


11012 

(1,451 

18,234 

(1.50) 

8,447 

(111) 

12,061 

{0. 99) 

7,259 

( .95 

11,909 

|0.96i 

8.176 

(101) 

13,583 

(1.12) 

6.793 

(0.89) 

10.980 

(0.90) 

7,059 

(0,931 

11780 

10,97) 

7,005 

(0.921 

11,841 

(0,98: 

7,166 

(0,94 

11656 

10,96' 

4,614 

(0*61 ) 

4,476 

10.37) 

5,086 

(0,671 

5,505 

(0.45) 

2,513 

10,33i 

2,744 

10.23' 

4,869 

0.64i 

7,537 

(0.62) 

7,620 

(100) 

12,133 

(1.00) 


1950, Table 129: 1970c, Table 1; 1980b. 


differential between the service, unskilled, and farm labor sectors 
and the rest of the working class grew considerably. While in 1949 
operatives made 32 percent more than unskilled nonfarm laborers, in 
1978 they made 143 percent more. Likewise, while operatives in 
manufacturing in 1949 made 22 percent more than service workers, 
in 1978 they were making 111 percent more (see Table 7.9). Although 
the number of farm and nonfarm laborers has been reduced to a 
virtually insignificant proportion of the U.S. working class, the large 
numbers of both craftsworkers and service workers suggests that the 
income differentials between these groups and operatives will con¬ 
tinue to act to undermine a broad class consciousness (especially 
between low-paid service workers and the rest of the working class). 

A particularly nasty aspect of working class life is unemploy¬ 
ment. In the working class to lose one’s job raises the more or less 
immediate specter of losing one's house as well as one’s car (because 
of the inability to make payments). Further, it often means being 
forced to move, perhaps to a different town or part of the country, 
severing lifelong ties, worrying about how to feed the family, and the 
disruption of one’s entire work and leisure patterns. Unemployment 
(and the fear of unemployment) are, thus, major sources of worry in 

working class life (especially in times of economic recession and 
crisis). 
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Unemployment varies considerably by both occupation and 
economic sector. Unemployment disproportionately effects unskilled, 
semiskilled, and service labor, and is especially pronounced in agricul¬ 
ture, construction, and trade. On the other hand, professionals and 
managerial personnel, almost all of those in government employment 
as well as those in finance, insurance, and real estate are relatively 
free of the threat of unemployment (see Table 7.10). In the 1975-79 
period operatives (nontransport) had an average unemployment rate 
of 10.3 percent, while laborers had a rate of 12.6 percent and service 
workers a rate of 8.0 percent. This contrasts sharply with the rate of 
2.9 percent for professionals and 2.7 percent for managerial personnel. 


THE WORKING CLASS AS A SOCIAL CLASS 

The relationship of workers to the means of production shapes 
their whole social existence.* It tends to result in a common economic 
relationship growing into a common culture, consciousness, and 
participation in class institutions. 

A corporation essentially decides whether to hire or fire (as well 
as allocate) workers on the same basis as it would build or abandon a 
plant. In both cases it is a matter of cost accounting and profit 
maximization, of how much money can be made from hiring or firing 
workers versus buying a new plant or equipment. On the books of a 
corporation labor power appears as the equivalent of any other input 
into the production process. The working class is, in general, treated 
as an object more or less equivalent to raw material, plant, or over¬ 
head. 

Workers sell their labor time in order to secure the material 
means necessary to survive and attain a reasonable standard of 
living. Once sold, labor power is at the disposal of capitalists. Workers 
forfeit fundamental control over their work, over what they produce 
and how they produce it, in return for their wages. They are subject 
to the detailed commands and supervision of others throughout the 
workday. 

Their domination during their labor time has a deep effect on 
workers. Most work (much of crafswork aside) is both inherently 
boring and often physically exhausting. More importantly, most labor 
is debasing and dignity denying as well. Constant supervision design¬ 
ed to secure maximum output leaves a stigma manifested in all of 


‘This section relies heavily on Hamilton 1972 and 1975, Sennett and Cobb 19,2. 
and Shostak 1969. 
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TABLE 7.10: U.S. Unemployment Rates: 1975-79 Average 
by Occupation and Industry 

Occupation 

Unemployment Rate 

Ratio to A verage 

Professionals 

2.9% 

0.41 

Managerial 

2.7 

0.39 

Sales 

4.9 

0.70 

Clerical 

5.7 

0,81 

Craftsworkers 

6.0 

0.86 

Operatives 

10,3 

1.47 

Transport operatives 

6.7 

0.96 

Nonfarm Labor 

12.6 

1.80 

Service workers 

8.0 

1.14 

Total 

7.0 

1.00 

Industry 

Unemployment Rate 

Ratio to Average 

Agriculture 

10.2% 

1.46 

Mining 

4.3 

0.61 

Construction 

13.4 

1.91 

Manufacturing 

7.3 

1.04 

Transport 

4.5 

0.64 

T rade 

7.7 

1,10 

Finance, insurance 

3.9 

0*56 

Service industries 

6.4 

0*91 

Government 

4.0 

0.57 

Total 

7.0 

1.00 


Note: Data are for all in labor force. 

Source: U.S, Department of Commerce 19B1a h p. 410. 


their relations. It tends to leave feelings of humiliation, inadequacy, 
and hurt (see Sennett and Cobb 1972). 

Manual work, no matter how well performed, is generally stig¬ 
matized. The dirtier and harder the job, the worse the stigma. 
Workers are subtly taught that they do low-paid manual work be¬ 
cause of lack of education, ambitions, or ability. At the core of the 
American myth is the idea that hard work produces upward mobility 
and success, and, therefore, those who do not make it must be 
inferior, i.e., it is their own fault, not that of the system, that they 
are on the bottom. 

In spite of this pervasive ideology there is, nevertheless, a 
tendency for poorer people to blame either fate or the social structure 
for their poverty, and for high-income people to attribute their success 
to hard work (or other self-serving factors). In the mid-1960s a study 
found that of those with a family income of under $4,000 a year 25 
percent gave 'fatalist” and 28 percent “structuralist” explanations of 
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poverty, while of those with a family income of $10,000 and above 
only 12 percent gave fatalist and only 16 percent structuralist explan¬ 
ations of poverty. Poverty, thus, tends to generate feelings of either 
demoralization and hopelessness or (to a lesser extent) radicalization, 
while success tends to be rationalized in terms of support for the 
system (Jeffries and Ransford 1980, p. 376). 

Workers’ feelings of inadequacy, hopelessness, and demoralization 
are reinforced by both treatment on the job and experience in school 
and with the mass media. The schools expect submissiveness from 
working class children. They are often assumed by the schools to be 
lazy, stupid, and so on. Working class education focuses on teaching 
respect for authority, respect for experts, hard work, and so on. The 
rebelliousness and juvenile delinquency of working class children 
must in good part be understood as a reaction against such expecta¬ 
tions and emphases. 

Working class consciousness, culture, institutions, and political 
behavior are in good part a reaction to humiliation experienced on 
the job, mediated by the structure of employment as well as by 
neighborhood and friendship patterns generated by relations of pro¬ 
duction, Working people strike back in a wide variety of ways in an 
attempt to establish their dignity. This often takes the form of 
soldiering or "putting one over” on the boss, i.e., convincing the boss 
that one is working as hard as possible (generating the maximum 
output) when, in fact, one is producing much less than is technically 
possible. It can be manifested in high rates of absenteeism, quit 
rates, sabotage of production, shoddy workmanship, wildcat strikes, 
use of drugs on the job, defiance of foremen, and so on. It can take 
the form of deflecting hostility generated on the job to other situa¬ 
tions, such as identification with a powerful sports team, dominating 
women, and racist attitudes and behavior toward minority ethnic 
groups. 

The attempt to reestablish one’s dignity and feelings of selfworth 
is also manifested in the ethic of manhood, encompassing expertise at 
fishing, fixing cars, sporting statistics, and so forth as well as with 
women. To accumulate detailed expertise about sports, to be asked to 
settle a refined point about batting averages or racehorses, or to have 
many female friends is especially ego gratifying and compensatory 
for lack of respect on the job. 

Working class leisure time tends to be a reaction against the 
boredom and humiliation of work. It is, in good part, oriented to 
escapism (especially for male workers to aggressive macho activities 
such as hunting, repairing powerful automobiles, watching adventure 
programs on television, or following superior sports teams). Spending 
a season identifying with a team that eventually wins a champion¬ 
ship can become a validation of one’s existence. Vicariously hitting a 
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home run breaking through the line, or winning a race confirms 
one's manhood, a manhood denied on the job. Identification with a 
sports hero {including fantasies about the sexual prowess of prom¬ 
inent athletes) as well as identification with rough and tough macho 
television characters offers compensation for the dignity-denying 
experience of daily life. 

The attempt to establish dignity can be manifested in hostilities 
against certain groups of people. Hostility against those on welfare 
can reflect, on the one hand, contempt for people who have given up 
{or do not even try to win respect through work)—who do not suffer 
the on-the-job humiliations workers suffer in order to survive. On the 
other hand, it often reflects a secret tit illation for those who are seen 
as trying to beat the system (a tempting titillation that must be 
emotionally guarded against). The attempt to establish dignity was 
manifested in hostility in the 1960s to campus radicals, who were 
seen as morally offensive for rebelling against the very life-style 
manual workers wanted their children to achieve. They are often 
either unable to realize a college education for their children because 
of the expense involved, or are able to attempt to realize it only by 
making the protracted sacrifice necessary to save enough to put one's 
children through school. Student militance represented a threat to 
the whole orientation of working class parents. 

Working class people, especially once they realize that they will 
be spending the rest of their own lives in the factory, and will 
therefore “accomplish tittle" in their lives, typically come to focus 
their hopes and aspirations on their children achieving a better life. 
They, therefore, come to adopt a philosophy of sacrifice, sacrificing 
their own lives for the sake of their children. The essence of this 
ideology 7 of sacrifice for the sake of children is the attempt to redeem 
what is often seen as the waste of one's own life (Sennett and Cobb 
1972, chap. 2). Parents aspire to the jobs for their children that are 
both materially rewarding and inherently attractive. Working class 
parents do not want their children to suffer the same on-the-job 
humiliations that they have suffered. It is for this reason, as much 
as for material rewards, that they push them to achieve such respect¬ 
ed and relatively creative careers as those of engineering, business 
management, and high school teaching. College education for children 
thus has a different meaning for working class parents than it does 
for the middle class. 

While their relatively low income forces working class people to 
skimp on many necessities, it is common for them to spend consider¬ 
able sums (usually financed by credit) to purchase a fancy car or 
other expensive high status consumer durables. Such behavior is. in 
good, part a compensation for the meaninglessness of work time and 
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the humiliations that are suffered on the job. Consumption of a car, 
of a television, of a snowmobile, recreational vehicle, or a suburban 
house represents an assertion of one’s worth as well as a compensa¬ 
tion for the pain of earning money. 

The working class and the middle class tend to see different 
symbols of success. While upper middle class people tend to stress a 
quality college education for their children, working class people tend 
to stress more home ownership. A study done in the 1960s found that 
41 percent of poorer working class people as compared to only 8 
percent of upper middle class people viewed home ownership as the 
primary mark of success (the corresponding figures for having a 
college education were 21 percent and 61 percent respectively). The 
relatively greater importance of home ownership for working class 
people reflects the importance of security and material achievement 
for this class (something that is pretty much taken for granted in the 
petty bourgeoisie; see Heller 1969, p. 298). 

The importance of home ownership for the working class must 
be also understood in the context of class subordination. Domination 
all day long on the job gives workers a strong desire to have some¬ 
thing they can control, something they can be in charge of, something 
they can fix up and have pride in. Home ownership and independence 
from landlords tends to be very important in the working class as an 
escape from humiliation and for the establishment of identity. Home 
ownership symbolizes dignity and accomplishments; it means being a 
real person. 

A second aspect of the working class relation to capitalist pro¬ 
duction that has a considerable impact on working class culture, 
consciousness, institutions, and behavior is the relatively high degree 
of socialization on their labor process. They tend to work in large 
production units within which there is a high degree of division of 
labor among workers within the production process. Such working 
conditions tend to condition workers to the importance of mutual 
dependence, cooperation, and discipline since such workers are 
mutually interdependent on each other’s coordinated performance in 
producing the final product. The work attitudes necessarily taught 
within the capitalist production process quite naturally spill over into 
the worker's all-around attitudes toward individualism and coopera¬ 
tion as well as discipline and responsibility. Although such habits 
and attitudes are structurally inculcated because of their profitability 
for capital, they tend to have contradictory results for capitalist 
institutions since the discipline and sense of mutual dependence 
taught in the capitalist labor process is generalized to a sense of 
disciplined class solidarity among workers (which tends to be mani¬ 
fested in unionism, job actions, strikes, political attitudes, and feel- 
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ings toward political parties). The social psychology of cooperation 
that is structurally induced on the job tends to become manifested in 
collective bargaining and militant solidarity during strikes as well as 
in notions of the desirability of collective ownership and control of 
production (and support of disciplined political parties that support 
such goals). The feelings that results are gotten by working together 
rather than as individuals and that power is a result of cooperation 
are developed by the very process of capitalist production. 

Not only do highly socialized labor processes tend to generate 
feelings of discipline, cooperation, and solidarity, rather than compet¬ 
itiveness, individualism, and irresponsibility, they also tend to give 
workers a feeling for their tremendous potential strength vis-a-vis 
capital. This is in contrast to individualized production, e.g., of 
artisans or home workers, which lends itself to feelings of isolation, 
weakness, and the inevitability of things (i.e., the impossibility of 
changing the "naturally ordained" order). Workers in the highly 
socialized production process of modern factories are able to see that 
workers like themselves are directly responsible for all aspects of the 
production process, from providing the raw materials to distribution 
of the final product. They, thus, have a tendency to feel that those 
who own the factory as well as the top managers seem to play no 
essential role in the production process other than ensuring that 
everything is run in the interest of profit maximization (seemingly 
often against the interests of the actual producers). Further, workers 
tend to develop the feelings that they collectively have all the neces¬ 
sary' skills to run both their particular production process and the 
productive processes in general, i.e., the conditions of working class 
life tend to generate a socialist political consciousness among workers. 
The highly socialized conditions of labor in modern industrial enter¬ 
prises thus demystify the class relations of production, including 
feelings or understandings that a worker's lot is not a product of 
uck, fate, individual qualities, hard work, and so forth, but rather a 
product of the economic structure within which the working class is 

ocated, and, further, that the working class, acting collectively, has 
the power to change it. 

In contrast to the conditions of labor of most productive workers, 
those of most service, clerical, and sales workers do not tend to 
errnsti y or make transparent the nature of their relations of produc- 
n sectors is not easily clear to the workers what the 
, . '° ns ' p 1S t5etwe ®n their job activity and the wealth of managers 

k; l . ,s u , ere wor ^ ers are producing concrete goods, the sale price of 
nf compare with their wage to understand the nature 

lp«e c ■ v 10 j ' ^ u riher, conditions of labor here tend to be much 

socia ize (less dependent on an advanced cooperative division of 
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labor), and workers tend to be isolated from other workers and closer 
to management (thus the development of a distinctive working class 
consciousness and culture tends to be defused rather than facilitated). 
Thus, even though the conditions of many service workers, and often 
clerical and sales workers as well, may result in just as much if not 
more humiliation (as well as exploitation), workers in these sectors 
are less likely to develop attitudes of discipline, solidarity, and mutual 
dependence. Thus, they are less likely to form unions, engage in 
effective collective bargaining and militant strikes, or develop socialist 
political attitudes (or in a crisis follow revolutionary organizations). 

Working class people disproportionately support Communist and 
Socialist Parties where they exist in any strength because they ap¬ 
pear to offer working people an alternative to the exploitation and 
humiliations of working class life. Their programs and analyses 
promise the elimination or restriction of the wage labor system as 
well as of a class society that is divided into the wealthy who control 
the economy and state and the subordinate working poor who do the 
physical labor. Traditionally, socialists and communists have held up 
an alternative vision of a world in which the working people run the 
enterprises where they work, the economy as a whole, and the state. 
They promise the elimination or containment of the profit system 
where economic decisions are made on the basis of profit maximiza¬ 
tion, and its replacement by rational planning for human needs. 
Whether or not in the last analysis one judges the communist and 
socialist projects as realistic (which the present author does) is 
irrelevant to understanding why it is that working class people join 
such parties and otherwise give their political support to them. What 
is relevant is to understand the meaning that the Communist and 
Socialist programs have for people exploited and humiliated by 
capitalism. 

In spite of the absence of a significant degree of socialist political 
consciousness in the U.S. working class in the post-World War II 
period, the evidence for the natural association of workers, especially 
industrial workers, with socialism is overwhelming. In every other 
advanced capitalist country without exception there is a large (if not 
virtually class hegemonic) working class party (or in some cases 
parties) that has in one degree or another a socialist (or socialistic) 
orientation—either as in Finland, France, Italy, Greece, Spain, 
Portugal, and Japan where this takes the form (at least in part) of a 
Communist Party; or in Scandinavia, the low countries, Austria, and 
West Germany where it takes the form of support for a Social 
Democratic Party, or in Great Britain, Ireland, Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand where it takes the form of a very moderate, but 
still nominally socialistic, labor party. The differential working class 
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support for such parties wherever they exist with any degree of 
strength is overwhelming. For example, in France in 1956, 49 percent 
of urban manual workers as compared to 1 percent of large business¬ 
men and executives supported the Communist Party. In Italy in 
1958, 62 percent of urban manual workers as compared to 1 percent 
of large businessmen and executives supported either the Commun¬ 
ists or the leftist Socialists. In West Germany in 1967, 5 percent of 
professionals and 14 percent of businessmen as compared to 49 per¬ 
cent of urban manual workers supported the Social Democrats. In 
Great Britain in 1968, about 9 percent of large businessmen and 
executives versus 52 percent of urban manual workers supported the 
Labour Party. In Canada in 1965, 47 percent of urban manual 
workers supported the union-organized New Democratic Party as 
compared to 21 percent of professionals and businessmen (see 
Szymanski 1978, p. 29). 

Although the conditions of working class life in the post-World 
War II period have not resulted in the reproduction or formation of 
large-scale socialist consciousness in the U.S. working class they, 
nevertheless, have consistently produced a relative equalitarianism 
and progressive orientation on class-related issues. For example, 
manual workers in the United States tend to be most supportive in 
comparison to middle class and capitalist class people toward the 
government spending more money on social welfare (especially on 
national health insurance). They also tend to be among the least 
supportive of big business (see Table 9.16). Further, they tend to be 
relatively more supportive than other classes of federally guaranteed 
jobs (Hamilton 1975, p. 55). 

The high degree of manual working class identification with the 
Democratic Party must also be understood in these terms. Correctly 
or not the Democratic Party is perceived by most workers as “the 
party of the common man' and identified with the pro-working class 
measures of the New Deal (while the Republicans are seen as “the 
party of big business, and identified with the policies of Herbert 
Hoover). In 1968, 70 percent of manual workers outside of the South 
in contrast to 25 percent of independent professionals identified them¬ 
selves as "Democrats” (Hamilton 1975, p. 47). 

The attitudes toward cooperation and discipline taught by the 
ca ^ a 1S * industrial process are also generalized to other aspects of 
wor ers lives besides their class solidarity, manifested in unioniza- 
ion strikes, and a tendency toward socialist politics and (in crisis 
si uations) participation in revolutionary activities. These attitudes 
are also manifested in more generalized attitudes to “conformity” or 
o eration of idiosyncratic people, a sense of loyalty to friends and 
a ives as well as to sports teams (and in general a sense of 
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teamwork, and fair play/trustworthiness within friendship networks). 
They tend to make close friends more rarely than do middle class 
people, but once formed, their friendships tend to last longer and be 
more supportive than do those of the middle class. In general, work¬ 
ing class culture stresses discipline as well as mutual aid considerably 
more than does middle class culture, and, considerably less than 
middle class culture, individualism and competition (values that are 
induced in the middle class by the particular conditions of its relation 
to production). 

Other aspects of the working classes’ relation to production also 
affect the development of working class consciousness, culture, and 
behavior. Among the most important of these are the level of the 
wage, the physical qualities of the work process, the residence pattern 
induced by the necessity of working at a given location, and the 
possibilities of being fired (and hence unemployed, with all the 
trauma this entails, especially for a working class parent). Workers’ 
wages are the principal determinant of their material consumption 
patterns, including the food they eat, the size and location of the 
house they rent or own, the type of vacations they take, and so forth, 
as well as a source of frustration in aspirations and strain tn 
marriages when goods desired can not be bought. 

The traditionally relatively low pay of workers combined with 
their legitimate fear of unemployment has tended to promote a greater 
concentration on the specifics and concretes of daily life (i.e., economic 
and practical day-to-day survival) than is the case at least in the 
more affluent and secure middle class. These structural facts also 
tend to give workers a shorter time frame in which to concretely 
plan their life (i.e., more of a "present" orientation) as well as often 
(but not always) a greater degree of pessimism and cynicism about 
the future. It should be noted, however, that in times of social crisis, 
the tendencies toward pessimism and cynicism can be radically trans¬ 
formed into considerable optimism and enthusiasm about the possibil¬ 
ities of qualitative change that can be brought about through unions 
and political action. 

The physical nature of manual labor (which is often dirty and 
dangerous) tends to develop attitudes of ruggedness, emphasis on 
physical characteristics (especially strength), and a propensity or 
risk taking. In contrast, the requirements of both clerical and sales 
labor as well as of most middle class occupations induce po is 
social skills (which are quite often lacking in manual workers, who 
tend to be more direct, blunt, loud, and expressive). 

Historically both the low wages of workers and the necessity to 
live within walking or trolly distance of work (together \ut e 
positive and negative social forces that tended to group people o 
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similar ethnic identity together), produced class-homogeneous working 
class neighborhoods. People that worked under similar conditions, 
thus, tended to live together as well. Living in the same class- 
homogeneous neighborhoods had the important consequence of struc¬ 
turing friendship and leisure patterns. Neighborhood working class 
taverns and clubs developed. Acquaintance networks and long-term 
friendships were in good part formed within such neighborhoods. 
The local schools also tended to be class homogeneous, with the 
consequence that working class children found their friends and 
usually their marriage partners within the same working class 
neighborhood in which they grew up. The consequence of both living 
and working in a class homogeneous environment meant a strong 
tendency to develop and reinforce a distinctive working class culture 
and consciousness isolated from personal contact with the middle, 
and especially the capitalist, class (see Gans 1962). 

With the development of the mass-produced inexpensive auto¬ 
mobile after World War I, the physical constraints that forced 
workers to live grouped together within the industrial cities were 
considerably loosened. Individual commuting meant that workers 
from a given factory or industrial district could now live scattered 
over a much wider region. In the post-World War II period in the 
United States there was a mass movement out of the traditional 
inner city ethnic neighborhoods close to the places of work to the 
suburbs by the children of the “new immigrants” of the 1895-1914 
period. Their old neighborhoods were taken over by the newer immi¬ 
grants from the South and Latin America (who increasingly came to 
fill the low-paid “dirty work" occupations). Their wage level, how¬ 
ever, put considerable constraints on the kind of house workers could 
afford (and consequently the kind of neighborhood they would move 
into). Blue-collar suburbs, typically consisting of inexpensively con¬ 
structed nonelaborate single houses became the norm (see Berger 
1960 and Gans 1967). Although now a given neighborhood contains 
relatively fewer people working in the same factory or industrial 
sector than before, it still tends to contain mostly people in similar 
class positions. Such neighborhoods, thus, continue to serve (although 
somewhat less than before) as the basis for the formation and repro¬ 
duction of a distinct working class culture in their taverns, parks, 
schools, and so forth. 

Because of the continuity in the working conditions of manual 
workers, the continuing on-the-job humiliations, the highly socialized 
conditions of labor and the maintenance of the traditional income 
ifferential with the middle class, the considerable increase in real 
pay that occurred (especially in the 1940s and 1950s) did not under¬ 
mine the structural conditions for the reproduction of a distinctive 
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social class based on those in a proletarian relation to the means of 
production. 

What has appeared to some to be an "embourgeoisment” or 
undermining of a distinctive working class culture and the adoption 
of middle class values by the working class is, in fact, principally a 
manifestation of the merger of blue- and white-collar culture (which 
has been occurring as white-collar work becomes increasingly prole- 
tarianized), together with the natural development of working class 
social and cultural patterns in response to the changes in economic 
and social conditions over the course of the twentieth century. The 
old peasant-based ethnic values of the 1895-1914 generation of immi¬ 
grants have been largely lost in the process of the formation of a 
homogeneous white native-born working class culture. The increase 
in absolute living standards that occurred through the middle of the 
1960s significantly altered the material culture of class. And along 
with all classes, the working class has been influenced by the trans¬ 
formations in production and consumption as well as by the ideo¬ 
logical and cultural developments that have occurred over the course 
of the twentieth century. Further, events have occurred that have 
effected the destruction of the secondary current of anticapitalist and 
socialist sentiment that was part of the U.S. working class from the 
1870s through to the end of the 1940s, not the least of which was the 
efficient political repression of the 1947-56 period in the United 
States (the effectiveness of this repression would seem to have been a 
product of the rapidly rising living standards of workers in this 
period as well as the legitimation effect of the euphoria of winning 
World War II and the United States consequently becoming the 
hegemonic country on the earth). There has also been a tendency for 
attitudes and values to develop within the working class that have a 
surface similarity to middle class attitudes and values, but, in fact, 
have a different meaning for the working class. The modification o 
middle class values by very different social circumstances ana 
opportunities has been called "working class value stretch. This 
phenomena is especially salient in education and housing, where 
apparently similar behavior (e.g., desire to send the children to college 
or to buy a house) has both a different meaning and a different result 
in the two classes. Working class culture has evolved over the course 
of the twentieth century (as has middle class culture to a somew at 
lesser degree).* But the social and cultural practices of the two 


*!t should be noted that much of the "culture of poverty” characteristics of 
marginal and poor workers has been a continuation of the common Luropea pe ^ , 

traditions of tearfulness, suspicion, and apathy toward the state an majo 
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classes remain distinct because the life experiences out of which they 
grow remain qualitatively different. 


Unions 

In order to resist treatment as mere labor power, in order to 
exercise some say in how they are treated (the conditions of their 
labor as well as its remuneration), to mitigate exploitation and humil¬ 
iation. working class people have long tended to form themselves into 
unions designed to deal collectively (and hence effectively), rather 
than individually, with capital. Originally unions were formed to 
express the interests of their working class members (in varying 
degrees) for increased wages, shorter hours, safer and more pleasant 
working conditions, and more benefits such as health plans, and so 
on: and an improved position for working class people in the society 
as a whole, e*g., social welfare benefits through pressing for legislation 
designed to improve the economic conditions of workers as well as (in 
varying degrees in different industries, times, and countries) pressing 
for worker control over both the economy and the state. While initial¬ 
ly unions grew up in order to express the interests of the working 
class against capital, again in varying degrees in different places and 
times, unions have become integrated into capitalism. In the stable 
and affluent post-World War II period the class struggle in which 
they were initially formed has been largely channeled into forms that 
are not harmful to the profits of capital. 

In 1930 in the United States labor union membership stood at 
11.6 percent of all employees in nonagricultural establishments in the 
United States, in 1935 at 13.7 percent. In the last half of the 1930s 


institutions. It has also been further shaped and reproduced by the humiliating and 
demoralizing experiences of marginal working class life in urban America. Although, 
to a degree, the difference in values between the marginal and the mainstream 
working class stems from learning different values and attitudes, in good part it is a 
result of learning the same attitudes and values but being exposed to a very different 
reality as the mainstream. It. thus, represents pragmatic and realistic adjustment to 
the stresses and deprivations of lower class life. Lower class culture is a response to 
the conditions of poverty, an adaptation and reaction of the poor to their marginal 
position, an effort to cope with or explain feelings of hopelessness and despair. It 
arises from the realization of the improbability of achieving success in terms of 
prevailing values and goals. The peculiar institutions and attitudes of marginal work¬ 
ing class life (such as juvenile gangs, gambling, fighting, and so on) are attempts to 
meet needs or express feelings that otherwise are not realized. They tend to be ways 
to maintain a modicum of dignity and to express frustrations against a system in 
which they are largely left out (see Ferman. Kombluh, and Haber 1971, chap. 5; Harris 
1971. chap. 20: Roach, Gross, and Gursslin 1969, p. 202). 
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and during World War II, union membership rapidly expanded, at 
first in response to the deepening dissatisfaction with the effect of 
the protracted Great Depression on workers (in this period the new 
Congress of Industrial Organizations movement was a true mass 
movement of working people), and then in response to government 
encouragement and the labor shortage of World War II. By 1939, 28.6 
percent of nonagricultural employees were unionized and by 1946, 
34.5 percent. Declining slightly in the immediate postwar years union 
membership stayed fairly constant at around 33 percent of the non¬ 
agricultural labor force until the end of the 1950s. Over the course of 
the next decades it declined from 31.4 percent in I960 to 27.5 percent 
in 1970 and then to 23.6 percent in 1978 (see U.S, Department of 
Labor 1971, p. 339; U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 429), 

The low union membership in the United States as compared to 
most other advanced capitalist countries is undoubtedly caused by 
the same factors that have resulted in a low level of working class 
socialist consciousness in the United States: first, the ethnic hetero¬ 
geneity of the working class, manifested in the growth of ethnic 
consciousness and mutual antagonism based on ethnicity; and second, 
the higher living standards experienced by the American working 
class through the mid-1970s than existed in Europe (the comparison 
for most of the industrial working class whose roots were there). 

The decline in the membership of organized labor has been 
caused by the sectoral shift in the U.S. occupational structure from 
production workers in mining and manufacturing (traditionally highly 
organized) toward the services and finance (traditionally with a very 
low level of organization) as well as by the rapid entry of women into 
the labor force (who have historically tended to be somewhat less 
responsive to unionization than men). It does not reflect a decline o 
union membership among production workers (U.S. Department o 
Commerce 1981a. pp. 413. 430). The decline in union membership 
then must be attributed to the inability/unwilhngness of the union 
movement to expand into the growing economic sectors and occupa¬ 
tions (the major exception to this general inability to expand has 
been in the public sector). The decline of unionism was a result in 
part of the less socialized conditions of labor in most rapidly expand¬ 
ing economic sectors and occupations, of the lack of effort an en u 
siasm on the part of organized labor, and of the relative prospen > 
and lack of crisis of the 1960s and 1970s (and the relative working 

class conservatism this bred). . . 

Unions have been quite effective in improving the wages 
security, and fringe benefits of their members. Most union 
have seniority clauses that make it difficult to fire a \v<_ 
matter of great importance given the traditionally greater is 
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effect of unemployment on a worker's life). Unions have been espec¬ 
ially effective in securing pension and health plans as well as paid 
vacations and other such supplemental benefits. A study done in 
1974 in the United States found that unionized establishments in the 
manufacturing sector had 2.2 times a greater value of fringe benefits 
than nonunion establishments (Mitchell 1980. p. 82). This same study 
found that straight wages were 1.3 times higher in such establish¬ 
ments as well. Numerous other studies of the effect of unionization, 
comparing both firms within a given industrial sector and different 
sectors contrasted by their degree of unionization have found that 
unionization has a substantial effect on increasing wages even when 
all other relevant factors that influence wage levels are controlled for 
(e.g., sex composition, ethnic composition, capital intensity, degree of 
monopolization, and so on). Most such studies conclude that union¬ 
ization results in, on average, a 20 to 40 percent higher level of wages 
than would otherwise be the case (Mitchell 1980, chap. 3). The 
differential is even higher when the effects of fringe benefits are 
considered, It should be noted that the effects of unionization within 
a given sector within a given region or city are often masked by the 
practice of a nonunion firm paying union wages (won by workers in 
a competing firm) in order to prevent the unionization of their em¬ 
ployees. 

Unions are generally more effective in preventing wage reduc¬ 
tions than they are in securing wage increases above the rate of 
inflation. Thus, their greatest effect on workers’ incomes has tended 
to be in times of recession and depression rather than in times of 
high prosperity, when the shortage of labor forces up the wages of 
both unionized and nonunionized workers (see Mitchell 1980, chap. 
4). 

For the most part unions have been most successful in improving 
the economic conditions of workers in capital-intensive, monopoly¬ 
sector industries. In this sector high and increasing wages and fringe 
benefits can for the most part be passed on to those purchasing the 
products of such enterprises. Since a handful of corporations domi¬ 
nate output, they can implicitly collude to raise prices at least enough 
to cover their increased labor costs, e.g., when the United Automobile 
Workers win a 10 percent pay increase, all the major U.S. automobile 
companies raise the prices of their cars by an amount at least suffi¬ 
cient to cover their increased wage bill. It should be noted that while 
the existence of unions in this sector allows such workers to make 
significantly more than the average wage, workers and others in the 
nonmonopoly sector who must purchase the goods of the monopoly 
sector have their real income reduced by this process. Thus, unions 
have relatively little effect in actually redistributing income from the 
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monopoly capitalist class to the working class. In the last analysis 
their effect would seem to be primarily to transfer income from 
competitive sector workers and small business people to the organized 
working class in the monopoly sector. 

In some relatively competitive sectors (e.g., construction, dock 
work, mining, apparel) unionization has been effective in increasing 
both job security and wages because of the effect that widespread 
unionization in these sectors has had on improving the profitability 
of capital. In industries like construction and garments, which are 
highly competitive and, thus, subject to wild fluctuations in wages, 
employment, and demand (and thus the growth and bankruptcy of 
firms) unionism has come to stabilize conditions by establishing stan¬ 
dards of labor that are acceptable to most employers, thus equalizing 
wage costs while ensuring a regular and nondisruptive labor source. 
Unionization has, thus, in good part, eliminated some of the worst 
aspects of competition for the capitalists while in fact, at least in 
construction, mining, and on the docks, achieving pay and benefit 
levels comparable to that of workers in the monopoly sector. 

Although they have improved the economic conditions of U.S. 
workers in many ways, most contemporary U.S. unions have become 
virtual extensions of the labor relations departments of the cor¬ 
porations through the institutionalization of collective bargaining. 
Through a process of negotiations between the unions and manage¬ 
ment under the guidance of the state, labor contracts are signed for a 
period of a few years that typically stipulate in great detail what the 
workers must do in return for their wages and fringe benefits. In the 
U.S. union officials become legally responsible upon signing a labor 
contract for seeing that the workers live up to the terms of the 
contract, i.e., workers come to have two sets of "managers" guaran¬ 
teeing their compliance with industrial discipline. Wildcat or non¬ 
official strikes are repressed by union officials because they are 
violations of contract promises not to strike. Grievances against 
management about working conditions have become bureaucratized, 
with workers "filing grievances” with union officials who then take 
them to management often to eventually only “trade them off" for 
other concessions. Unions almost never challenge management pre¬ 
rogatives in running production, or in personnel allocation (other 
than in guaranteeing seniority and other forms of job security). Long¬ 
term labor contracts further serve the corporations in making wage 
costs a known and stable factor as well as in ensuring against 
unanticipated strikes or other disruptions to production. The bureau¬ 
cratized collective bargaining process functions to channel the broad 
range of (potentially disruptive) rank and file grievances and com- 
pliants into formalized demands mostly for increased wages and 
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benefits that the corporations cm meet wilhout threatening their 

COnt MLnIemmt“nTonly P mlerate S but in most basic industries in 
. M r Wnrld War II period (as part of the managerial strategy of 
the post-\Jo . of | abor process) actually supports a degree 

bureaucratic militance In order to maintain essential 

0 , union autohom^and ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ , he 

ato! SS. land that are often embtxiied in the periodic collective 
bargaining agreements unions sign with management), it » essentia 
T? '" "L be regarded bv workers as a legitimate expression of 
hrir interest Too close an identification of the union and its leaders 
r management and the companies can produce a deleft,mation of 
tah the union and the contracts tt stgns. and thus of the whole 
strategy of bureaucratic control (sweetheart contracts and company 
unions!techniques popular in the pre-World War II period, generally 
caused more problems for business than they solved) (see Burawoy, 

19,9 Unwn Iraders in the post-World War II period have typically 
become far removed from the shop floor. They mostly receive very 
high salaries comparable with those of management rather than with 
the wages of the workers they represent. Their life-style, thus, tends 
to approach that of management as they lose touch with the prob¬ 
lems of rank and file workers. In many ways they objectively become 
executives, somewhat like the labor contractors of old. I heir role has 
been to ensure a certain guaranteed result for the capitalists in 
exchange for a set wage (of which they can be considered to get a 
percentage). Their transformed class character (into essentialK petty 
bourgeois managers from working class spokespeople) is reflected in 
the fact that when they fail to get reelected to office they mostly take 
up managerial or administrative positions with the corporations or 
state and rarely ever return to the shop floor from which they came. 
However, to stay in their positions of privilege and power they must 
perform a function for their working class membership. They must 
secure at least a modicum of material benefits and protections for the 
workers or they jeopardize their own position. Thus, even the most 
bureaucratized and corrupt of unions (even while they are operating 
to defuse class conflict and not pressing for all that could be obtained > 
normally still produce benefits for their members. 

The bureaucratization of unions is facilitated by workers taking 
them for granted (as well as by relative affluence). In periods of 
prosperity and stability, such as the post-World War II period, partic¬ 
ipation in unions tends to decline. With the exception of a few craft 
unions with small locals such as the printers, few union members 
regularly attend meetings. In the large locals of the major industrial 
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unions, perhaps one or two percent of the membership shows up for 
anything other than a strike vote or a vote on a dues increase. Only a 
small percentage of members normally even bothers to vote in most 
union elections. 

Even strikes have come to serve a number of functions for big 
business. Big strikes with national publicity act to create acceptability 
in the public for price increases, which when following a strike can 
be blamed on the workers rather than on the corporations (even 
when they are considerably greater than what would be necessary to 
merely pay the increased wages granted after a strike). Periodic 
strikes, especially when the corporations have large inventories that 
they need to dispose of anyway, or when they can easily meet demand 
from other (perhaps overseas) sources, can also serve capital by 
letting workers "blow off steam." They can serve as a safety valve 
that gives workers the feelings they have “done something.” Strikes 
allow workers to express their hostility against their company. After 
venting their hostility and experiencing a few weeks or months of 
strike benefits and the resultant economic difficulties, they come to 
appreciate the company once again. 

Which aspect of unions is predominant at any place, industry, or 
time (i.e., integration into or opposition to the dominant economic 
order) is a product of the level of crisis in a society, the conditions in 
an industry, the state of politicized class struggle in a country as a 
whole, the ability of the corporations and state to co-opt militance, 
and the ability of the corporations to grant increased wages and more 
pleasant conditions. Many of these determining factors are complex. 
For example, economic depression with its massive unemployment, 
on the one hand weakens unions because of the greater difficulty of 
recruiting members or winning a strike (due to the large number of 
unemployed willing to work under worse conditions than the employ¬ 
ed will tolerate, union members or strikers can easily be fired and 
replaced). Depression especially undermines “business unionism," 
which is oriented to short-term defense of economic interests. On the 
other hand, "social unionism," concerned about broader social change 
that is more militant and involves rank and file members, tends to 
grow after a number of years of bad economic conditions because of 
the accumulated rage of workers. For example, in the post-1929 
Depression unions at first lost members, while strikes became rare. 
Beginning in 1934, however, a wave of militant strikes occurred, and 
unions, especially those associated with the more radical social 
unionism of the Congress of Industrial Organizations, snowballed. 
We might expect that the effects of a future major economic down¬ 
turn, whether manifested in economic stagnation, and hence the 
reduced ability of corporations to grant wage increases (thus, to 
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defuse other grievances with the system) or in massive unemploy¬ 
ment, would eventually be manifested in a rebirth of militant class 
struggle oriented social unionism comparable to that of the late 

1930s. .... • . 

Unions have two aspects. Which is dominant is a product of the 

social conditions in which they operate, not the will of union leaders. 
Union leaders who keep their positions must produce the policies 
structured by the situation in which they find themselves, lose their 
positions, or have their rank and file members desert their union for 
another. In times of radical working class ferment, conservative 
bureaucrats, thus, either change, are fired, or are deserted as new 
unions form. Likewise, in times of prosperity and stability, radical 
leaders are either co-opted, gradually becoming conservative union 
bureaucrats acting just like the rest (the most common course), lose 
their position, or are deserted by the rank and file, who now feel 
more comfortable with more conservative, less socially oriented 
policies (e.g., the expulsion of Communist leaders from some CIO 
unions in the 1940 to 1949 period and the decimation of radical 
unions like the United Electrical Workers after 1949) (see Kolko 1976, 
chap. 5; and Aronowitz 1973, chap. 4). 

But their membership is still working class. Unions have formal 
democratic procedures for selecting their leadership, if not for making 
basic decisions. Their self-proclaimed goal is to advance the interests 
of workers. The potential is there for class struggle to once again 
emerge under conditions of crisis or a pushing back of past achieve¬ 
ments that have so improved working class life. 


CONCLUSION 

The U.S. working class has long remained fairly constant at 
about 70 percent of the employed population. Within the working 
class, manual workers are as important as ever. Conditions for 
nonindustrial workers, especially those in clerical and to a lesser 
degree service and sales, are becoming more proletarianized. Craft 
work has in part been deskilled and made more like industrial labor. 
Meanwhile, unskilled purely manual labor has been pretty much 
mechanized, More and more the typical condition for almost all 
working people is to operate machines that require relatively little 
skill and perform only part of the total labor process. The general 
conditions of labor within the working class are becoming increas¬ 
ingly homogenized as the varied skills, knowledge, and abilities of 
workers are reduced to the common denominator of simple labor 
power disposable at will by capital. 
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Small independent family farmers have in good part been pushed 
off the land and most forced to enter the urban working class. 
Likewise, many small independent family businesses have been 
driven bankrupt with their owners also forced into the working 
class. Domestic labor with its highly isolated and individualized rela¬ 
tions of production has been almost totally eliminated. Sharecropping 
and other highly labor-intensive modes of rural labor have been 
largely eliminated by the introduction of industrial techniques based 
on the operation of machinery in large, often corporate units. All 
forms of labor are becoming more socialized. 

Reflecting the homogenization of the working class relations of 
production and role in the production process is the increasing homo¬ 
geneity of working class culture and life-styles. The traditional ethnic 
and religious differences inherited from the European peasantry or 
the U.S. South have been undermined and a common class culture is 
now largely shared by most native-born white workers regardless of 
country of European origin, or whether or not one’s parents were 
from the South. It should, however, be stressed that the new immi¬ 
grants from Latin America especially continue to maintain a separate 
life-style, language, and culture that sharply differentiates them from 
the rest of the working class. 

The declining internal (economic and social) differences within 
the bulk of the U.S. working class make the contrast with the 
capitalist class even greater than before. Given the continuing 
realities of working class life this suggests the growing possibility of 
the development of class consciousness in the U.S. working class 
and, consequently, the potential of increasing hostility to the capital¬ 
ist system (which is especially likely to develop in a time of crisis). 
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8 _ 

The Reproduction of Class Position 


There is a high degree of continuity in class position throughout 
one’s lifetime as well as from generation to generation. People who 
begin life in the working class or in the capitalist class are especially 
likelv to finish their lives in the same class. Similarly, one is very 
likely to be in the same class position as one s parents. Working class 
children generally become workers, capitalist class children generally 
become capitalists (the richer a capitalist is, the more certain this 
outcome), and middle class children are most likely to become middle 
class. The two principal mechanisms for the intergenerational trans¬ 
mission of class position are the inheritance of property and the 
ability of those with middle class (and of course capitalist class) 
position to secure a quality college education for their children. 

SOCIAL MOBILITY 

There are two types of social mobility: intragenerational mobility, 
or the movement between classes that takes place during the lifetime 
of a person; and intergenerational mobility, the movement between 
classes that takes place from one generation to the next in the same 
family. Mobility can be upward, e.g., from the working class or poor 
rural groups to the middle class or capitalist class or downward, e.g., 
from the capitalist class or middle class to the working class, Studies 
of mobility have tended to focus on movement from the working 
class or rural poor to the middle class, and to a lesser extent on 
movement from either the working class or middle class to the 
capitalist class. 

260 


Change in rates of upward mobility over time and variations by 
regions or countries is principally a result of the following structural 
factors: first, changes in the relative number of middle class or upper 
class positions; second, a relative change in the fertility of middle and 
upper class families in relation to the lower classes; third, a change 
in the relative number of directly inheritable middle and upper class 
positions, namely in the number of privately owned businesses and 
landed properties; fourth, a change in legal or social restrictions on 
the lower classes entering middle class and upper class positions; and 
fifth, changes in educational opportunities for lower class children 
(e.g., free education, scholarships, geographical proximity of good 
schools). 

There are generally higher rates of upward mobility in cities 
than in rural areas and small towns because: first, there are a higher 
proportion of managerial and professional jobs in urban areas; second, 
cities generally grow more rapidly than other areas; third, the birth 
rate of all urban classes is significantly less than that of rural 
groups; fourth, cities generally have less rigid status systems and 
lesser discrimination against lower class groups than do rural areas 
because of their industrial economic base; and, fifth, there are 
generally better educational facilities in cities. 

Parental property is the chief determinant of a child's future 
class position in the capitalist class. If a father owns millions, it will 
be passed on to his children, and along with it membership in the 
capitalist class, totally independent of quality or quantity of a child’s 
education. For the shrinking portion of the middle classes (small 
farmers and small businessmen) who still own their owm property, 
and for the capitalist class, property continues to be as important as 
ever, as virtually the only criterion by which class position is passed 
on. The pattern remains that the family farm or business is passed 
on from father to son, and with it middle class position, this indepen¬ 
dent of the educational attainments, or lack thereof, of the son. 

After parental property, educational attainment is the principal 
determinant of the reproduction of class position. As property owner¬ 
ship becomes less important as the economic basis of the middle 
class, educational attainment is becoming an even more important 
determinant of the job patterns of working class and middle class 
youth, especially in the professional and managerial strata of the 
new middle class. 

Traditionally, a route of upward mobility into the middle class 
for some working class people was to somehow accumulate enough 
wealth to open a small business (this route is far more famous than 
actual). Likewise, a route of upward mobility for the middle class 
businessman was to be successful enough in business to gradually 
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grow into a full-scale capitalist (this process too has been increasingly 
rare). With the increasing monopolization of business, and consequent 
decline of small business, more and more of the upward mobility that 
occurs takes place through the educational system. Either lower class 
children attain an education suitable for higher class positions, or 
middle class children attain a quality education, allowing them to 
stay in the position of their parents. Mobility from the middle class 
to the capitalist class now occurs mostly through the intragenera- 
tional career mobility of successful managers who are able to use 
their positions to accumulate wealth, and thus transmit positions to 
their children (both by passing on wealth and by providing a superior 
education beginning in the right prep schools). 

In the United States in 1962. 55 percent of the sons of profes¬ 
sional-managerial fathers were themselves in middle class positions, 
while only 24 percent had blue-collar jobs. On the other hand, only 22 
percent of the sons of blue-collar workers were in middle class posi¬ 
tions (6 percent as proprietors), while 53 percent remained in blue- 
collar jobs. Sixty-three percent of the sons of self-employed 
professionals were in middle class positions as well as 53 percent of 
the sons of managers and 52 percent of the sons of proprietors (16 
percent as proprietors). In contrast, 21 percent of the sons of manu¬ 
facturing operatives and 15 percent of the sons of manufacturing 
laborers (3 percent as proprietors) were in middle class positions 
(Blau and Duncan 1967, pp. 28, 496). The son of a self-employed 
professional has about a 4.3 times greater chance of becoming middle 
class than does an unskilled working class son. 

Today most of this differential is caused by factors that operate 
through differences in class-based educational opportunity and differ¬ 
ential motivation and discrimination in educational institutions rather 
than through barriers put on working class children's mobility by 
middle class proprietors passing most available middle class positions 
on to their children through inheritance. 

Most movement out of manual (blue-collar) jobs is not to the 
middle class, but to relatively low status clerical and sales and 
“semiprofessiona!” (white-collar) jobs that often pay less than do 
skilled working class or manual jobs with a good union, jobs in 
which the worker has little or no more control over his/her labor 
than a factory worker, but jobs that are often socially defined as 
more prestigious and are, in addition, usually less exhausting or 
degrading. In any event, such movement from blue-collar to white- 
collar occupations can not be considered to be upward mobility 
between classes. 

Some people who start life in manual working class jobs end up 
in middle class positions. In 1962, 13 percent of those who had 


started out as laborers in manufacturing made it into the middle 
class (10 percent as professionals or managers and 3 percent as 
proprietors). Further, 19 percent of those who had started out as 
semiskilled factory workers or operatives made it into the middle 
class (6 percent as proprietors and 12 percent as professionals or 
managers). Of skilled workers in manufacturing, 30 percent made it 
into the middle class (12 percent as proprietors and 17 percent as 
professionals or managers). Thus we see that the higher the level of 
one’s original working class job, the greater the likelihood of making 
it into the middle class (by a factor of 2.3). The differential is 
particularly high in the relative probability of making it as a small 
businessman, here the differential between those who begin as un¬ 
skilled and those who begin as skilled workers was 4.2 times (Blau 
and Duncan 1967, p. 31). 

While the actual chances of upward intragenerational mobility 
out of the blue-collar working class are rather slim, the hope, and for 
the young workers, the expectation, of making it out of “the class” 
tends to be high. A study by Chinoy (1955) showed that most workers 
in their twenties and early thirties define their factory jobs as 
temporary. These young workers assume that they will eventually 
either succeed at a small business or in some cases make it as white- 
collar employees. Almost no young workers think they will be in the 
working class at the age of 60 (although almost all of them will be). 
Virtually all think that eventually they will succeed at a small 
business or go back to school and become some kind of professional 
(or at minimum at least get into a highly skilled trade or become a 
foreman). The longer workers stay in a plant and the older they get, 
the less they hold out a serious hope of making it out of the working 
class, and the more likely they are to displace their desires for 
upward mobility to their sons, who they hope will make it into the 
middle class through a college education. 

Although very few working class people are ever able to make it 
out of the working class by saving money and opening their own 
business, many try. Approximately 25 percent of manual workers in 
the United States have at one point or another in their lives been in 
business for themselves, and about 40 percent, at one point or 
another, have at least attempted to set up a business (Lipset and 
Bendix 1959, p. 179). 

The Chinoy study (1955, p. 82) found that approximately three- 
fourths of automobile workers had at one point or another in their 
work lives thought about getting out of the factory and setting up a 
business of their own. However, of those workers interviewed less 
than one-third (mostly younger workers) stated that they realistically 
expected to make it out of the factory (p, 87). Of the workers who 
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Stated that thev definitely thought they would be able to leave the 
stated that mey actually taken any concrete steps to begin 

f r° ry J,« 5 KS their own business <p. 87). The ideal of 
sMIiS”p >n independent business is generally regarded by workers 
as an^escape from the factory, rather than as an attempt to make 

rlT nmre money The hope of becoming an independent 
bSeSmin. of becoming "upwardly mobile" is mostly a stab,bring 
(cOTtservatizing) myth, rather that a reflection of reality, that acts as 
Stv valve for releasing the accumulated d.scontent of workem 
The vast majority of attempts to set up small businesses fail, usually 
within a few rears of their establishment (with them proprietors 
returning to working class jobs). It is of interest to note that between 
1900 and 1940 16 million new businesses were set up in the I nited 
States while there were 14 million business failures (Lipset and 

The average rate of mobility from unskilled manual fathers to 
nonmanual (white collar working class plus business and the profes¬ 
sions and semiprofessions) in five major studies done in the years 
between 1900 and World War 1 was 20 percent. This compares to 23 
percent for four major studies done from 1945 until the mid 1950s 
(Thernstrom 1969, p. 218). Thus, the balance of these studies (both 
national and regional) show very little difference in mobility rates. 
However, studies of Indianapolis white males at the three time periods 
of 1910, 1940, and 1967 show an increase in mobility from manual to 
professional-business jobs over these periods. While in 1910 only 6.3 
percent of semiskilled or unskilled white fathers had professional or 
business sons, this increased to 8.7 percent in 1940 and 15.8 percent 
in 1967. Meanwhile, the percentage of manual sons of semiskilled 
and unskilled manual fathers decreased slightly from 80.6 percent in 
1910 to 74.7 percent in 1940 and 75,4 percent in 1967 (see Table 8.1). 

On the other hand, the Indianapolis studies show a hardening of 
class lines in the professional and business class. While in 1910 only 
33 percent of the sons of white professionals or businessmen were 
themselves in this category, by 1967 55 percent were. Conversely, 
while in 1910 40 percent of this class’s sons became manual workers, 
by 1967 only 29 percent did. Most of this hardening of position 
occurred from 1940 to 1967. 

It should also be noted that these Indianapolis studies are based 
only on white men, i.e., they exclude both blacks and women, two 
groups that have moved into the Indianapolis labor force in great 
numbers over the twentieth century (especially since 1940). Both 
groups, especially blacks, have moved into manual level jobs, displac¬ 
ing the sons of white workers who, given expanding higher level job 
opportunities (which expansion of the labor force allows), find it 


TABLE 8.1: Occupations of Indianapolis White Males by 
Father’s Occupation: 1910,1940, and 1967 

Occupation of Respondent 
(as Percentages of Row Totals) 


Occupation 
of Respondent’s 
father 

Year 

Professional 

or 

Business 

Clerical 

or 

Sates 

Skilled 

Manual 

Semiskilled 

or 

Unskilled 

Professional 

or business 

1967 

54.9 

16.3 

7.1 

21.7 


1940 

33.0 

29.1 

15.2 

22.6 


1910 

33.1 

26,7 

20*4 

19,8 

Skilled manual 

1967 

22.4 

10.7 

41.2 

25.8 


1940 

10.5 

19,2 

32.4 

37,9 


1910 

7.6 

15.3 

49.0 

28.1 

Semiskilled 

or unskilled 

1967 

15.8 

8.8 

39.7 

35.7 


1940 

8,7 

16.7 

17.8 

56.9 


1910 

6.3 

13.1 

29,2 

51.4 


Source: Coxon and Jones 1975, p. 120, 


easier to move into professional or managerial positions, A true test 
of changes in mobility rates over time would have to control for this 
factor, either by including blacks or by excluding the functional 
equivalent of blacks in the earlier time period (Slavs and southern 
Europeans)* When this is done* it is most unlikely that a case could 
be made for any increase in upward mobility over time. In fact* all 
things considered* the weight of the Indianapolis evidence is that 
there has been a slight hardening of class lines. 

That there has been something of a hardening of class lines in 
the United States in the last generation is supported by sample 
survey data. While in 1952 52 percent of young workers (up to age 
24) had working class fathers (and 24 percent farmer and 20 percent 
middle class fathers)* in 1964 63 percent had working class fathers 
(and 17 percent farmer and 8 percent middle class fathers). (Hamilton 
1972, p. 310). The manual working class is increasingly recruited 
from its own ranks. This is apparently* at least in part, a result of 
the source of new domestic recruits from the farms drying up (as the 
farm population dwindles)* and the upper middle class s consolidation 
of its position (by ensuring the best education for its children). 
Mobility from the manual working class to the middle class in the 
United States has been declining over the years. 
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show that for those born between 1891 and l\MV, t* percent were 
tom upper class families and only 3 percent from manual fam.hes. 
ThTneromtage of top business people recru.ted tom the middle class 
somewhat from the period of the last part of the nineteenth 
SZ to the twentieth century while the percentage from the 
working class was consistently tiny (see Table 8-4). 

Studies of the social origins of the richest individuals (capitalists) 
shows that an ever increasing percentage of them come from upper 
class families: 82 percent in 1970 as compared to 39 percent in 1900. 
While in 1900, 39 percent came from lower class background, by 1970 
only 4 percent did (see Table 8.3).* 

TABLE 8.2: Percentage Distribution of the American 
Business Elite Born In Specified Years, by 
Fathe r’s Occupation __ 

Year of Birth 

Father's Occupation 1771-1800 1801-30 >831-60 1361-90 1991-1930 


Businessmen 40 

Gentry farmers 25 

Subtotal 65 

Master craftsmen and 
small entrepreneurs 9 

Professions 3 

Government officials 4 

White-collar workers 

includes foremen> 7 

Subtotal 23 

Farmers 12 

Manual workers — 

Subtotal 12 

Total _ 100 

’ Data not available. 

Source: Upset and Bervdix 1959. p. 122. 


•in 1962. 34 percent of individuals with $500,000 or more in wealth had inherited 
a substantial proportion of it fin contrast to about 15 percent of those with a net 
worth of between $100,000 and $500,000). The higher one’s net worth the greater 
the probability of having inherited a substantial part of it iBeeghley 1978, p. 222). 
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TABLE 8.3: 

Social Origins of the Superrich, 1900- 

-70 

Social Origin 

1900 

1925 

1950 

1970 

Upper class 

39% 

56% 

68% 

82% 

Middle class 

20 

30 

20 

10 

Lower class 

39 

12 

9 

4 

Not classified 

2 

2 

3 

4 


Source : Dye 1976, p. 180. 

Studies of the class origins of corporate executives (as distinct 
from the very wealthy) between 1900 and 1950 show a slight decrease 
(from 70 percent to 62 percent) from upper class backgrounds, a 
slight increase (from 4 percent to 8 percent) in those from working 
class backgrounds, and a slight increase (from 26 percent to 31 
percent) in those from middle class backgrounds (Rothman 1978, p. 
221). This reflects the increasing stress on ability rather than family 
as the qualification of the top hired executives. What is most striking 
about these figures is not this slight change, but rather the fact that 
almost two-thirds of top corporate executives are still recruited from 
the capitalist class and petty-bourgeois proprietors rather than from 
the children of professionals and lower level managers. 

The rate of "upward” mobility from manual to non manual posi¬ 
tions in the United States is little different from that of the rest of 
advanced capitalist countries. The U.S. rate of approximately 29 
percent compares to 30 percent for France, 31 percent for Belgium, 24 
percent for Japan, 24 percent for Australia, 25 percent for Great 
Britain, 26 percent for Sweden, 20 percent for West Germany, 24 
percent for Denmark, 23 percent for Norway, and 20 percent for the 
Netherlands (see Table 8.4). 

On the other hand, the rate of downward mobility from non- 
manual to manual of the United States is among the lowest in the 
world. Here the U.S. rate of about 21 percent compares to 24 percent 
for France, 30 percent for Japan, 28 percent for Sweden, 29 percent 
for West Germany, 29 percent for Norway, 42 percent for Great 
Britain, and 37 percent for Denmark (see Miller 1969, p. 329V This 
again suggests a hardening of class boundaries in the Vnited States, 
where middle class people have just about the best guarantee in the 
world of passing on their middle class position to their children. 

Although the ideology of the United States as the land of oppor¬ 
tunity, the "Great American Myth,” has undoubtedly played a role in 
hindering the development of a socialist consciousness in the United 
States, there is in fact no basis for the idea that the United States is 
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TABLE 8,4: Rates of Intergene rational Mobility __ 

Percentage of Children of Parents 
In Nonmanual Occupations 


Australia Melbourne) 

Belgium iMont-Saint-Guibert' 

Denmark 
Finland 
France r 
France II* 

Great Britian 
Italy 
Japan 

Netherlands 
Norway 
Sweden 
USA r 
USA N* 

West Germany 

’'Roman numerals indicate different studies of the same country. 

Source: Miller 1969, p. 327. 

qualitatively different than Europe in the possibilities of working 
class children “making it” into the middle classes. In fact, U.S. 
middle class parents are better able than the middle classes almost 
anywhere else in the world to preserve their class privileges for their 
children, hardly what we would expect in a society where every 
individual tended to find his or her own level on the basis of ability 
and accomplishments. 

The lack of a significant difference between the rates of upward 
mobility in the United States and the rest of the capitalist world 
appears to have been the case since at least the years of the great 
pre-World War I migrations from eastern and central Europe to U.S. 
industrial areas. For example, the rate of mobility from manual to 
nonmanual occupations in Indianapolis in 1910 was 21 percent while 
that in Rome in 1908 was 22 percent (Lipset and Bendix 1959, p. 37). 
Theories that suggest there was more opportunity for the poor in the 
United States than in Europe during the period of rapid industrial 
growth between the Civil War and the Great Depression of the 1930s 
are without empirical foundation. While drawing an image of a rapid¬ 
ly expanding industrial society open to merit, they forget that western 
and central Europe were industrializing at more or less the same rate 
at the same time and thus also drawing in a large population from 
the eastern and southern parts of the continent as well as from the 
rural sections of their own countries. Similar capitalist processes 


24.1% 

30.9 

24.1 
11.0 

30.1 

29.6 
24.8 

8.5 

23.7 

19.6 

23.2 
25.5 

28.8 

28.7 
20.0 
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produce similar results. The process of capitalist industrialization 
produces a much higher rate of upward mobility than existed in 
preindustrial capitalist societies, and thus any variations among the 
advanced capitalist countries are largely attributable to differences in 
their rate of economic growth as well as differentials in class fertility, 
the relative size of the independent petty bourgeoisie, and state spend¬ 
ing for education. 

Studies of the movement of working class and of middle class 
people into the upper class show very different results depending on 
the operational definition of “upper class” used. Table 8.5 summa¬ 
rizes many of the major international studies of upward mobility, 
grouping them according to the size of the “upper class” or elite used 
in the operational definition, Here we see that 3.4 percent of the 
children of manual parents made it into the U.S. “elite” while 9.5 
percent of the children of middle class parents did so (operationally 
defining the elite as about 7 percent of the population). This compares 
with about 2.5 percent and 11.5 percent respectively for France, 2.2 
percent and 8.6 percent respectively for Great Britain, 3.9 percent 
and 8.3 percent respectively for Japan, 3.5 percent and 18.1 percent 
for Sweden, and 1.7 percent and 7.5 percent for Italy. Thus the rate 
of mobility of either working class or of middle class into the capital¬ 
ist class and upper middle class is close to the average for all capital¬ 
ist countries, although the U.S. rate of mobility from the working 
class, miniscule as it is, is a little higher than the average. 

EDUCATION AND THE INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION 
OF CLASS POSITION 

After the inheritance of significant amounts of property and 
wealth, differential educational advantage is the main mechanism by 
which class position is passed on from generation to generation. With 
the decline of the traditional petty bourgeoisie and the rise of the 
new middle class of professionals and managers, access to quality 
higher education and class-transmitted motivation to do well have 
become the primary means by which the middle class assures its 
children of middle class status (and in the process blocks upward 
mobility from the working class). 

Education varies considerably by class position. Children of 
middle class and upper class families get a far higher quality educa¬ 
tion than do children of the working class {especially its poorest and 
minority segments). On the one hand, because of the geographic 
concentration of the different classes, middle and upper middle class 
children enjoy the best in public schools (high quality education with 
low student to teacher ratios funded by taxes on expensive property). 
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TABLE 8.5: Intergene rational Movement Into the Upper 
Class from Various Other Classes _ 


Size of Elite 

Middle 

Class 

Working 

Class 

Manual 

Class 

Independent 

Farmer 

Farm 

Worker 

2.5% to 4.6% 

% 

% 

% 

% 

% 

Denmark 

4,6 

_a 

1.1 



Netherlands 

2.6 

— 

1.2 

—“ 

- - 

West Germany 

8.3 

1.6 

1.5 

2.1 

0,6 

6% to 8.5% 






France l b 

12.3 

42 

3.5 

1.9 

2.0 

France M b 

10.5 

2,0 

1.6 

17 

0.4 

Great Britain 

8.6 

— 

2.2 

—■ 

— 

Italy 

7.5 

— 

1.7 

— 

— 

Japan 

8.3 

— 

3.9 

— 

— 

Sweden 

18.1 

4,4 

3.5 

2,6 

1.0 

US 

9.5 

— 

3.4 

— 

— 


a Data not available. 

a Roman numerals indicate different studies oi the same country. 

Note: These figures represent the percentage of the children of each class that 
make it into the "elite." 

Source: Miller 1969, p, 334. 

while children in poor neighborhoods attend schools funded at a 
much lower level and thus have higher student to teacher ratios, far 
less supplemental equipment, and generally worse teachers because 
of the low value of property that serves as the tax base. On the other 
hand, middle and upper middle class children can afford to send their 
children to quality private schools, especially when, because they live 
in urban areas, the public schools are not very good, while working 
class people have no choice but to send their children to low-quality 
public schools. 

Moreover, within the school system students are systematically 
tracked into college, vocational, business, and other preparatory 
programs, with the children who are judged to show the most prom¬ 
ise, or who have the pushiest parents, placed in the upper college- 
bound tracks (which have the best teachers and best all-around 
environment for success). Working class children, on the other hand, 
especially those from the poorer minority groups, are channeled into 
the lower vocational or business tracks designed to train them for 
working class jobs as well as to “cool out" any expectations of 
upward mobility (thereby reconciling them to their lot in life). Guid¬ 
ance counseling in the public schools typically functions to encourage 
students to have “realistic expectations,” There is a pervasive tend¬ 
ency for working class children to be encouraged to train for work¬ 


ing class jobs. On the other hand, the children of professional families 
(who are also likely to vehemently protest if their children are not 
assigned the highest tracks) are actively encouraged to prepare for 
college. 

It is not simply that considerably more is spent per pupil in 
middle class schools than in working class schools, and the best 
resources within a given school are provided to middle class children; 
teacher turnover, regularity of student attendance, school dropout 
rates, participation in clubs and parental participation in parent- 
teacher committees are all class correlated (favorably to middle class 
students). Even remedial classes and subsidized milk and food pro¬ 
grams benefit middle and upper class children more than lower class 
children (Rossidies 1976, chap. 6). 

The fact that most teachers are part of a generally middle class 
milieu results in discrimination against working class children. 
Teachers have an image of the ideal student as well as an ideology of 
education that is highly disadvantageous to working class children. 
Teachers tend to favor and disproportionately support the child who 
behaves according to the norms of middle class respectability. It 
might even be the case that teachers often behave in ways so as to 
actually elicit from lower class students the low achievement that 
they expect on the basis of their stereotypes, while eliciting from 
middle class students the high achievement expected from such 
children (Rossidies 1976, p. 207). 

There is a considerable difference between working class schools 
and middle class schools (and between the middle class and the 
working class tracks within schools) in terms of the attitudes and 
orientation inculcated in children. The more working class a school’s 
composition, the more likely that discipline, punctuality, neatness, 
following instructions, standing in lines, not talking unless asked a 
question, and so on are stressed. While the more middle or upper 
class a school’s composition, the more likely creativity, flexibility, 
and initiative are stressed. Thus the various types of schools (or 
tracks) are designed to produce those character traits in the various 
classes of children that are most suitable to the types of jobs they 
will find themselves in. Factory and low level office and service work 
require people who have disciplined work habits, who are punctual, 
who follow orders well, and so forth—not people who are creative, 
used to flexibility, and take initiative. The opposite is the case for 
professional and managerial jobs where initiative and creativity are 
at a premium. The urban public and Catholic parochial schools, 
which are disproportionately working class, must thus be understood 
in terms of the type of jobs they are training people for, and thus in 
terms of their role in reproducing the class structure, i.e., in transmit¬ 
ting the class position of parents to their children. 
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Bad education is functional (i.e., good) for the capitalist system. 
Working class schools are in good part structured for failure. If 
everyone were given a quality education, it would result in a majority 
having career expectations higher than the system could allow to be 
realized. Because of the nature of the occupational structure, most 
students eventually end up in menial blue- or white-collar jobs. To 
function well in these jobs, they must be discouraged from thinking 
they are too good for such work. They must come to think that they 
are naturally suited for such labor. For workers in menial jobs to 
think of themselves as capable of being a professional or manager is 
likely to be disruptive by: first, causing a high degree of employee 
turnover, as people keep looking for better jobs; second, undermining 
work discipline (people with high aspirations are less likely to follow 
orders or work hard at jobs they hate); third, producing a potential 
source of militant unionists and political agitators. Thus education 
that is so bad as to get a good proportion of working class kids to 
drop out of school, voluntarily giving up aspirations for professional 
or skilled jobs, and otherwise to be so "turned off" to education as to 
not want to go to college or be professionals is, in fact, most useful 
for the system. 

Blue-collar workers have considerably less education than do 
capitalist class and middle class people. In 1977, according to the 
annual social survey of the National Opinion Research Center, 52 
percent of blue-collar workers in the United States had never finished 
high school and only 12 percent had ever been to college. This 
contrasts sharply with only 15 percent of capitalists w r ho had not 
finished high school and 50 percent who had at least some college. 
The blue-collar working class contrasts even more sharply with the 
new middle class, where only 4 percent had not finished high school 
and fully 71 percent had at least some college (52 percent had at least 
four years of college). The traditional independent petty bourgeoisie 
shows a wide diversity in educational level: 40 percent in 1977 had 
not finished high school but 31 percent had at least some college (15 
percent having had at least four years of college). 1,1 

The probability of a student’s graduating from high school, 
attending college, and graduating from college is a product of the 
student’s aspirations and motivations, which are in turn in good part 
a product of class background, and the quality of past education the 
student receives, again in good part a product of the class of his/her 


It should be noted that in 1972 the expected lifetime earnings of a college 
graduate were 1.9 times that of a high school dropout and 2.7 times that of a grade 
school dropout (see Jeffries and Ransford 1980, p, 119). 


parents (as manifested in the type of school and track within the 
school). Middle class and upper class parents expect their children to 
go to college and become professionals, pressure their children to 
adopt professional aspirations, and provide an intellectually stim¬ 
ulating home environment (books, intellectual games, role models, 
intellectual conversations, and so on) as well as special classes and 
tutors if necessary. This gives such children considerable advantage 
over working class children. Working class parents are generally 
content if their children become skilled workers or low level semi¬ 
professionals. They generally spend far less energy in attempting to 
develop middle class aspirations in their children. Their home life is 
much less intellectually stimulating. Working class parents are also 
much less likely to provide special classes or tutors for their children. 
All this means that middle class children are considerably more moti¬ 
vated to attend college, and thus obtain professional or managerial 
jobs than are working class children. 

A study done in the late 1950s in an Illinois tow r n found that 
only 1.4 percent of high school dropouts were from upper or upper- 
middle class families, while 47 percent were from low income working 
class families. In contrast, 12 percent of high school graduates were 
from upper or upper middle class families, while 20 percent of high 
school graduates were from lower income working class homes 
(Howard and Logue 1978, p. 38). 

A study of Wisconsin youth in the 1957-64 period found that 
about 20 percent of working class children as compared to about 40 
percent of middle class children and 67 percent of higher class 
children planned on attending college (Rothman 1978, p. 224). This 
same study found that approximately one-fourth of working class 
youth had at one point or another attended college as compared to 45 
percent of middle class youth and about three-fourths of higher class 
children (Rothman 1978, p. 224). In 1970 in the United States, 88 
percent of upper and upper middle class children entered college. In 
contrast, 40 percent of the children of higher income workers and 
only 15 percent of lower income workers did so (Blumberg 1980, p. 
47). In 1977, 59.8 percent of children with parents earning $15,000 a 
year or over aged 18-24 were in college, in contrast to 22.6 percent of 
those whose parents earned less than $15,000 (U.S. Department of 
Commerce 1981, p. 169). Similar results have been found for other 
advanced capitalist countries (see Parkin 1971, p. 110; Reid 1977, pp. 
192-95). 

In the mid-1950s, 43 percent of the children of professionals were 
graduating from college, in comparison with only 8 percent of the 
children of manual workers (Kahl 1957, p. 207). A study of Wisconsin 
male youths showed that only about one-tenth of the children of 
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working class parents graduated from college in the mid-1960s as 
compared to about 40 percent of the children of higher class parents 
(Rothman 1978, p. 224). 

The forces facilitating entry into college {and hence into profes¬ 
sional careers) for middle class children operate not only through the 
differential motivation and aspirations transmitted from their par¬ 
ents, and the greater financial resources of middle class parents that 
ensure a quality education for their children, but also through the 
higher grades and scores on aptitude and achievement tests {including 
IQ tests and college boards) obtained by middle class students {be¬ 
cause of their home environment and better schooling). Nevertheless, 
even when controlling for the ability of students (as manifested in 
achievement and aptitude testing), higher class students at all ability 
levels for both men and women have a considerably higher probability 
of going to college. A study of college freshmen in 1960 showed that 
while 48 percent of lower class boys who were in the higher quarter 
of their high school classes went on to college, 87 percent of higher 
class boys in the same quarter did so; on the other hand, while 6 
percent of lower class boys in the lowest quarter of their high school 
class went on to college, 26 percent of higher class students did so 
(see Rossidies 1976, p. 222). 

The discrimination against working class children in probability 
of college graduation works independently of "ability” and "potential” 
as measured by IQ tests. One study of high school seniors in 1957 
showed that 20 percent of children with high IQs from low level 
working class homes had graduated from college by 1965 as compared 
to 64 percent of higher level middle class children with similar IQs 
(Duberman 1976, p. 208). 

As with primary and secondary educational institutions, tertiary 
education varies considerably in its quality and purpose. Some univer¬ 
sities and colleges are designed to educate upper class children to¬ 
gether with those from other classes selected on the basis of extra¬ 
ordinary ability to be trained for top level professional and managerial 
positions (e.g., Harvard, Princeton, Yale, Stanford). Others are design¬ 
ed to train ordinary professionals and managers; other low level 
professionals such as engineers, nurses, and teachers; and still others 
to train skilled workers (and "cool out” those children of workers 
with professional aspirations). Each type of educational institution is 
not only designed to train students for a certain range of social 
positions, but also tends to heavily recruit from the appropriate class 
ackgrounds, i.e., from children of parents of similar social positions 
as those for which they will be trained, 

• J n ^ P ercent the students attending private universities 
in t e Lmted States came from families with an annual income of 
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over $20,000; this compares with 22 percent for public universities, 
1 5 P erc f nt * or Public four-year colleges, and 12 percent for students 
at public two year colleges. On the other hand, 62 percent of the 
students at public two-year colleges came from families that had an 
income of less than $12,500, 57 percent of the students at public four- 
year colleges, 45 percent of the students at public universities, and 31 
percent of the students at private universities (Bowles and Gintis 
1976, p. 210). In the mid 1960s, 75 percent of the students at Ivy 
League colleges were upper or upper middle class in their background 
and only 5 percent working class. On the other hand, only 20 percent 
of the students at state colleges and 5 percent of students at junior 
and community colleges were from upper or upper middle class back¬ 
grounds, as compared to 30 percent and 55 percent respectively from 
working class backgrounds (Rossidies 1976. p. 211). 

As we would expect, far more money and better teachers, lower 
student to teacher ratios, and better auxiliary facilities exist in the 
elite colleges than in the average state and community colleges. The 
elite private and public schools emphasize liberal arts and creativity, 
while the lower status working class schools emphasize vocational 
programs (even if for low level professional jobs such as teachers and 
nurses). 

An important secondary function of state colleges, and especially 
the two-year junior and community colleges, is to “cool out” the 
upward mobility aspirations of students from- working class back¬ 
grounds. In order to avoid rebellion and disillusionment with the 
system it is important to keep alive the notion that anyone can make 
it if they work at it, and that the United States is the land of 
opportunity. If only a small percentage of high school graduates were 
allowed to continue on to higher education, while many willing 
applicants were turned down, this would undermine that myth. Com¬ 
munity colleges and state colleges allow the avoidance of firm selec¬ 
tion points for those who will be upwardly mobile, substituting 
instead pressures on the student to drop out or to willingly transfer 
to a vocational program designed to make them skilled workers, i.e., 
designed to get the aspiring student to blame themselves for failing 
and thus deflect hostility away from the system (Rossidies, 1976, pp. 
213-16). 

Just as there are tracks within the secondary school system 
within which different classes of children are heavily concentrated, 
there are similar tracks in the higher educational system—majors. 
Those preparing for law and medical school tend to be from higher 
class backgrounds, while those in nursing, engineering, and teacher 
training tend to be from working class backgrounds. Further, stu¬ 
dents in liberal arts programs, especially the humanities, are from 
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higher class backgrounds, while students in more practically oriented 
subjects such as the sciences (and especially the applied sciences) 
tend to be from upper level working class backgrounds. 

CONCLUSION 

In summary, it is clear that one's class position is strongly 
related to that of one’s parents, i.e., there is a strong tendency for 
class position to be hereditary. Further, when social mobility occurs 
it tends to occur over only a slight social distance (i.e., from the 
manual working class to the lower middle class or intermediate 
strata). It is extremely rare for anyone born into a working class 
family to become a successful capitalist. The two major mechanisms 
by which class is passed on to one’s children are the inheritance of 
property and the ability of parents to ensure a quality education for 
their children. The United States is very far from being a land of 
equal opportunity. 


9 


The Personal Effects of Class Position 


The impact of class in contemporary Western societies such as 
the United States is all pervasive. Class is a major determinant of 
virtually all aspects of our lives. One’s class in good part determines 
how long one will live and what one will die of. Emotional stress, the 
quality of health care, the relative safety of our jobs, and such 
factors as nutrition and housing all impact one’s susceptibility to 
disease and violence. Mental as well as physical health is in good 
part a product of class position. The most intimate aspects of our 
lives, such as our sexual preferences and practices, are significantly 
class related, as are the number of children we have, our child- 
rearing practices, the age we marry, and the probability of divorce. 
The probability of committing crimes, our treatment by the criminal 
justice system, and our attitude to crime are all greatly class cor¬ 
related. Our deepest beliefs, such as our religions (both denomination 
and the intensity of religious practice) are highly associated with 
class. Consumption and leisure practices vary greatly by class as do 
the kind and degree of newspaper and magazine reading as well as 
watching television. Alcohol and drug use (and attitudes toward both) 
vary by class. Even patterns of friendship, the degree to which we 
socialize with relatives, neighbors, and work associates, and prefer to 
spend time by ourselves is associated wdth class position. Virtually 
all attitudes about social and political issues are class related, in¬ 
cluding liberalism/conservatism, attitudes about women’s liberation, 
the environment, civil liberties, communism, big business, and race 
relations. This chapter investigates these various correlates of class. 
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LIFE EXPECTANCY AND HEALTH 

The number of years one can expect to live, i.e., the probability 
of dying at any given age, is correlated with class position. Because 
of differentially available medical treatment, diet, occupationally 
related accidents and diseases, sanitary conditions related to housing, 
susceptibility to violent crimes, and above all greater emotional stress, 
the poorer one is the less is one’s life expectancy and the greater the 
probability of death at any given age. Innumerable studies in the 
United States and in other countries have documented this phenom¬ 
enon (see Reid 1977, p. 124; Blumberg 1972, pp. 482-85). 

It should be noted that part of the variation in death (and health) 
rates with class is caused by the downward mobility of chronically ill 
people. If one becomes sick or disabled for an extended period, one’s 
income will almost certainly suffer. It is also possible that one may 
drift into a more menial occupation. But it will not affect past 
educational attainment. Thus different indicators of class position 
are more or less susceptible to picking up the effect of downward 
mobility versus class factors that produce illness and differential 
death rates. Measures of income levels are obviously the least effec¬ 
tive measures of the effect of class-generated factors (since annual 
income will probably decline because of sickness), while educational 
attainment is a superior measure (since it indicates the level of 
preparation for different level jobs). Measures of occupation are 
probably as good as measures of education because chronic illness or 
disability is more likely to result in lack of advancement or working 
part time within one’s broad occupational area (the professions, 
craftswork, clerical work, and so on) than actually changing one’s 
occupation to service, white-collar, or lower-level manual labor. Be¬ 
cause occupation tends to be a better indicator of class position than 
education (since it indicates one’s actual job, rather than merely 
preparation), statistics correlating health and death rates with occu¬ 
pation should be treated as as valid as the correlates of education. 
Statistics based on income levels, however, must be treated with 
caution and considered more or less valid depending on the nature of 
the ailment (e.g., they should be considered reliable for accident 
rates, but suspect for deaths from cancer) unless corroborated with 
data based on occupation and/or education, 

Statistics utilizing family income (which is what most studies, in 
fact, use) are a considerably better indicator of the effect of class on 
illness and death than individual income since it dampens the effect 
of disability or illness on annual earnings by including the income of 
all members of a family. This is particularly important for children 
and nondisabled/nonchronically ill family members for whom statis¬ 


tics on family income would seem to clearly reflect the effect of class 
on illness and death rates (even if the disability or chronic illness of 
the father, or other major breadwinner, had resulted in the family 
becoming downwardly mobile). 

In 1950 in the United States nonfarm (white male) laborers aged 
20-64 had a death rate (standardized mortality ratio) 60 percent 
greater than professional people; 37 percent of the deaths among 
laborers were caused by the poorer medical care, diet, work and 
living environment, and greater emotional stress experienced by 
menial taborers as compared with professionals. In any year, being a 
laborer kills almost 2 out of 5 of those who die in this group, i.e., if 
these people had the advantages of being a professional they would 
not have died. White male service workers (except private household) 
had a standardized death rate 41 percent higher than professionals, 
and operatives 15 percent higher. The differentials between occupa¬ 
tions tend to be highest for those in the 30- to 40-year-old range. Here 
the death rate for laborers is over twice that for professionals while 
that for service workers is about two-thirds greater and operatives 
about one-third greater (see Table 9.1). 

In 1960 white males in the United States who had completed 
between one and three years of high school who were between the 
ages of 25 and 45 had a 63 percent greater chance of dying in a given 
year than those with at least one year of college. Those between the 
ages of 45 and 65 with some high school had a 22 percent greater 
chance of dying (Kitagawa and Hauser 1973, p. 17). 

The same effect is observed when death ratios by family income 
level are examined. In 1960 for the United States as a whole white 
male family members with a family income of under $2,000 had a 
1.80 greater chance of dying in any given year than those with a 
family income of $10,000 or more. For white women family members 
the equivalent ratio was 1.40 (see Table 9.2). The greater differential 
for men than for women is, in part, caused by the fact that family 
income is generally more a product of what men contribute and that 
many deaths occur after a protracted period of disability (and thus 
decreased family income). But the range of death rates as measured 
by income groups as well as by occupational categories and educa¬ 
tional level (which are much less affected by protracted disability) 
indicates that the bulk of both the male and female mortality differen¬ 
tial is, in fact, a result of factors differentially present in different 
classes, rather than of downward mobility or decreased earning 
power. 

The class differential in probability of dying has been carefully 
studied for the city of Chicago over the years. In I960 in Chicago 
white men under 65 from the lowest socioeconomic classes (as 
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TABLE 9.2: Mortality Ratios by Family Income Level 
for White Family Members Aged 25-64: 
United States, May-August 1960 


Family Income 

Men 

Women 

Under $2 t 0G0 

1,51 

120 

$2,000-3,999 

1.20 

1.12 

$4,000-5,999 

0.99 

1.00 

$6,000-7,999 

0.88 

0.98 

$8,000-9,999 

0.93 

0.92 

$10,000 or more 

0.84 

0.86 

All 

1.00 

1.00 


Note: The mortality ratio is the ratio of the death rate of a given category to the 
death rate of the entire population. 


Source : Kitagawa and Hauser 1973, p. IB. 

measured by neighborhood) had a 2.15 times greater chance of dying 
in any given year than white men in the suburbs, and the equivalent 
ratio for white women was 2.04. Nonwhite men in the lowest socio¬ 
economic neighborhoods had a 1.88 times greater chance of dying in 
a given year than nonwhite men in the suburbs, while nonwhite 
women in the lowest socioeconomic neighborhoods had a 1.84 times 
greater chance (see Table 9.3). It can be seen that most of the 
differential between blacks and whites is clearly a result of the 
concentration of blacks in the lower classes, since the differential is 
considerably reduced when comparing similar neighborhoods. 

In 1960 white men from the poorest neighborhoods had a life 
expectancy at birth of 60.0 years as compared with 67.4 years for 
white men in the highest socioeconomic class neighborhood. The 
differential life expectancy between these two groups did not change 
between 1940 and 1960. White women in the lowest socioeconomic 
neighborhoods had a life expectancy of 67.7 years as compared to 
73.6 years for women in the highest socioeconomic class neighbor¬ 
hoods. The differentials here did decline from 1940 to 1960. The class 
differential among blacks (both women and men) was greater in 1960 
than it was among whites. Among black men the differential in¬ 
creased between 1940 and I960, while among black women it stayed 
roughly the same (see Table 9.4). In general, while the class differen¬ 
tials in life expectancy in the United States peaked in the nineteenth 
century, significant narrowing of the gap between the classes ended 
after the first decades of the twentieth century (Rossidies 1976, p. 
194), 

If the white male death rate for the suburbs applied to all white 
men in the lowest socioeconomic neighborhoods, it can be established 
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TABLE 9.3: Age-Adjusted Death Rates for Chicago by 

Socioeconomic Status of Neighborhoods, 1960 



Mate 


Female 


White 

Non white 

White 

Non white 

SE 1 low 1 

8.6 (2.15) 

10.9 (1.88) 

4.7 

(2.04) 

8.1 

(1.84) 

SE 2 

6.0 (1.50) 

8.5 (1.47) 

3.4 

(1.48) 

6.3 

(1.43) 

SE 3 

5.2 (1.30) 

5.7 (0.98) 

2.9 

(1.26) 

4.8 

(1.09) 

SE 4 

4.5 (1.13) 

_a 

2.4 

(1.04) 



SE 5 - high 

47 (1.18) 

— 

2.5 

(1.09) 

— 


Suburban ring 

4.0 il.OO) 

5,6 (1.00) 

2.3 

(1.00) 

4,4 

(100) 

All Chicago 

5.0 

8.1 

2,8 


6,1 


SMSA b 








3 Data not avaHable. 

b Standard metropolitan statistical area 

Note. Data are for under age 65 population. Parenthetical numbers indicate 
the ratio of a category's rate to that in the suburban ring. 

Source: Kitagawa and Hauser 1973, p. 53~55, 

that 55 percent of all deaths in these neighborhoods would not have 
occurred; if applied to the lowest strata black neighborhoods 65 
percent of all deaths in these neighborhoods would not have occurred. 
If the age-specific death rate for white women in the suburbs were 
applied to white women in the lowest socioeconomic category it can 
be seen that 52 percent of white women and 73 percent of black 
female deaths in these poor areas would not have occurred. Thus it 
can be said that approximately 60 percent of the deaths among the 
urban poor (between ages 25 and 64) are attributable to their poverty 
and would not have occurred had they been upper middle class (and 
white). It is clear that class kills (see also Kitagawa and Hauser 1973, 
p. 173). 

The considerably higher overall mortality rates among the poor 
and the working class are manifested in the differentials for specific 
causes of death. White men in Chicago in 1960 aged 25-64 with less 
than eight years of education were 8.8 times more likely to die of 
tuberculosis in any given year than men with at least some college. 
This same category of men was 1.3 times more likely to die of heart 
disease, and 1.8 times more likely to die from hypertensive disease. 
White men aged 25 and over were 1.6 times more likely to die of 
influenza and pneumonia and 2.3 times more likely to die of accidents 
than white men with at least some college. White women with less 
than an eighth-grade education were 1.2 times more likely to die of 
cancer, 2.4 times more likely to die of heart disease, and 2.6 times 
more likely to die of hypertensive disease than white women with at 
least some college. Women aged 25 and over with less than eight 


TABLE 9.4: Differential Expectation of Life at Birth: 

Chicago 1940 and 1960 by Socioeconomic 
Status of Neighborhoods 




Male 



Female 


White 

Nonwhite 

White 

Non white 

1940 

I960 

1940 

1960 

1940 

I960 

1940 

1960 

SE 1 (low) 

57.0 

60.0 

47A 

56.7 

62.7 

67.7 

53.2 

62.5 

SE 3 

64.2 

66.5 

53 + 6 

65.1 

67.6 

72.6 

59.1 

6B.1 

SE 5 (high) 

65.3 

67.4 

* 

— 

70.2 

73.6 

.— 

— 

All in city 

62.6 

65.2 

51.0 

60.9 

67.1 

72.0 

56.7 

60,5 


‘Data not available. 

Source : Kitagawa and Hauser 1973, p, 71, 


years of education were 3.5 times more likely to die of diabetes than 
white women with some college (see Table 9.5). Similar results have 
been found for other advanced capitalist countries (see Reid 1977, p, 
115). 

Infant mortality, perhaps the best indicator of the health of a 
group, varies greatly by class position. In the 1964-66 period in the 
United States the male infant mortality rate for families with an 
income of $10,000 a year or over was 22.1 (for whites only 21,4) as 
compared to 36.2 for families with an annual income of less than 
$3,000 (32,0 for whites only). For couples where the father had 8 
years or less of education the male infant mortality rate was 36.3 per 
1,000 as compared to 20.2 per 1,000 where the father had 16 or more 
years of education (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Wel¬ 
fare 1972, p. 12). Thus the chances of a boy dying during the first 
year of life were roughly 60 to 80 percent higher for the poor than for 
the middle class. 

One’s class position in good part determines the probability of 
getting killed in war because in the absence of a good job children of 
poorer families are more likely to enlist in the military (or alter¬ 
natively are less likely to avoid the draft) and are more likely to find 
themselves as foot soldiers once in the army. A study of who died in 
Vietnam showed that soldiers of poor families were 1.8 times as 
likely to get killed in Vietnam as the average (Zeitlin 1977, p. 146). 
During the Korean War the ratio of casualties per capita in the 
poorer census tracks of Detroit, Michigan (with a median income of 
under $2,500) to the ratio of casualties per capita in the richest 
census tracks (with a median income of over $5,500) was 3.2 (Van- 
fossen 1979, p. 4). 
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TABLE 9.5: Mortality Ratios by Level of Education for 
Various Diseases: Chicago 1960 



Less than 

8 /ears 

8 Years 

High School 
1-4 Years 

College 

Ratio of the 
Rates of the 
Lowest to 
those of the 
Highest 
Educational 
Levels 

Tuberculosis 

Males 25-64 

1,64 

1.19 

0.80 

0.21 

8,70 

Malignant neoplasms 
Males 25-64 

1 09 

1.12 

0.94 

0,83 

1,31 

Females 25-64 

1.13 

1 05 

0.94 

0.92 

1.23 

Diabettes mellitus 
Females 25 and over 

1,48 

0,96 

0.77 

0.42 

3.52 

Artenosclerotic and 
degenerative heart 
diseases 

Males 25-64 

1.01 

1.01 

1,07 

0.81 

1.25 

Females 25-64 

1.41 

1.16 

0.84 

0.59 

2.39 

Hypertensive disease 
Males 25-64 

1.27 

1.05 

0,92 

0.7t 

1 79 

Females ^25~64 

1,52 

1.26 

0.75 

059 

2.58 

Influenza and 
pneumonia 

Males 25 and over 

1.20 

0.98 

0,81 

0.75 

1.60 

All accidents 

Males 25-64 

1,45 

1.16 

0.92 

0.64 

2.27 

All causes 

Males 25-64 

1.16 

1.06 

0.97 

0.77 

1.49 

Females 25“64 

1,30 

1.08 

0.89 

0.81 

1.60 


Note: Data are for whites only. 

Source: Kitagawa and Hauser 1973, p. 91. 


Suicide is class correlated, only here it is those at both the top 
and bottom of the class structure who kill themselves the most often. 
Both professional-managerial people and unskilled laborers have 
suicide rates approximately three times those of clerical and sales 
and skilled manual workers (Roach, Gross, and Gursslin 1969, p. 
460). Apparently a combination of lesser social sanctions on suicide 
and the lesser social integration into community and extended family 


life (i.e., more individualized life-styles) gives professionals and man¬ 
agers an especially high suicide rate. On the other hand, it is probably 
mostly the greater stress associated with the lowest level working 
class jobs that drives this latter group to suicide (although factors of 
lesser social integration and lesser involvement in community life 
might be operating here as well). 

Differential mortality is affected not only by class position, but 
also by the variations over time in stress and living standards 
experienced by working class people. For example, the higher the 
unemployment rate, the higher the rate of suicide, the greater the 
admissions to mental hospitals, the greater the number of homicides, 
the higher the number of deaths from heart attacks and from 
alcoholism (cirrhosis of the liver). In the 1970-75 period it has been 
calculated that a 1.4 percent increase in the unemployment rate 
caused an additional 51,570 deaths, i.e., a 2.7 percent increase in 
mortality (see Table 9.6). 

The most important factor in both the higher death rates among 
the working and underclasses is the greater emotional stress implicit 
in their position. Studies of the relationship between emotional stress 
and health have shown that the death rate of widows and widowers 
is ten times greater in the year after the death of one’s partner than 
it is for others of the same age. Divorced persons have a 12 times 
greater incidence of disease in the year after divorce than do married 
persons of the same age. Studies have indicated that perhaps as 
many as 80 percent of serious physical diseases develop at a time 
when the person feels hopeless or helpless. Those who suffer from 
chronic anxiety, hostility, and depression are much more likely to 


TABLE 9.6: The Cumulative impact of a 1.4 Percent Rise in 
Unemployment on Social Stress Indicators, 
1970-75 


Social Stress indicator 

Percentage 
increase in 
incidence 

Numerical 

increase in 
incidence 

Suicide 

5,7% 

1,540 

Admissions to state mental hospitals 

4.7 

5,520 

Admissions to state prisons 

5,6 

7,660 

Homicide 

8.0 

1,740 

Mortality from cirrhosis of the liver 

2.7 

870 

Mortality from cardiovascular disease 

2.7 

26,440 

Total mortality 

2.7 

51,570 


Source: U.S. Congress. Joint Economic Committee 1976, Table 2. 
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become victims of cancer (Conrad and Kern 1981, p. 458). Since 
working class and underclass people generally experience considerably 
greater emotional stress in both their work and home life, the factors 
that operate in general to associate stress and disease operate with 
greater potency in these classes than in the middle or upper classes. 

Not only do the pressures of working class and underclass life on 
the job, at home, and at leisure generate significantly higher levels of 
day-to-day stress than in most other class positions, but such people 
experience greater life trauma as well. Persons living in working 
class and underclass situations tend to get divorced more often, 
experience the death of close relatives more frequently, are more 
subject to violent crimes, are much more likely to lose their jobs and 
their homes (through fire, eviction, and so on), and suffer other types 
of trauma or qualitative change in life patterns that are highly 
associated with increased emotional stress. 

Hypertension is significantly related to education level (and by 
implication with class). In the United States in the early 1970s white 
college graduates had a 42 percent lower incidence of hypertension 
than whites who did not complete ten years of school. Among blacks 
the differential was 37 percent. The differential exists in all age- 
groups among both blacks and whites, although the differentials are 
stronger among younger people. When controlling for age, the black 
differential was generally higher than that of whites. It should be 
noted that college-educated blacks between the ages of 30 and 39 had 
a rate of hypertension 50 percent lower than blacks with less than 
ten years of education (Conrad and Kern 1981, p. 109). Studies of the 
relationship between hypertension and income reveal an even strong¬ 
er relationship than with education. One study found that in the 
early 1970s among those aged 35-49 hypertension was three times 
more common among those with an annual income of less than 
$5,000 a year than among those with an annual income of $15,000 or 
more (Conrad and Kern 1981, p. 109). 

Stress increases death rates by increasing the propensity to be 
involved in accidents, lowering resistance to diseases, and being a 
direct (psychosomatic) cause as well as by producing certain types of 
coping behavior that put one more at risk. People under stress are 
more likely to smoke (or resume smoking), and smoking has been 
shown to be positively correlated with a wide range of ailments. 
Likewise, drinking and overeating are basic responses to the emo¬ 
tional stress working people and the poor disproportionately exper¬ 
ience. It is of interest to note that in 1976, 45 percent of men with an 
annual income of less than $15,000, but 35 percent of men earning 
$25,000 or more were smokers (there was no correlation among 
women). Fifty-three percent of male operatives and laborers and 47 


percent of service workers were smokers, in contrast to 30 percent of 
male professionals and 41 percent of managers. Among women 39 
percent of blue-collar workers and 35 percent of clerical workers were 
smokers, in contrast to 29 percent of professionals (U.S, Department 
of Health and Human Services 1979a). 

The greater emotional stress that working and poor people suffer 
is revealed in the use of sleeping pills. In 1976, 10.3 percent of all 
those with a family income of under $5,000 a year (and 9.6 percent of 
those with less than nine years of education) regularly used sleeping 
pills at least once a week, in contrast to only 4.8 percent of those 
with family incomes of $25,000 or more (and 3.3 percent of college 
graduates). Among operatives 3.8 percent regularly used sleeping pills 
and among service workers 4.0 percent; in comparison, 2.4 percent of 
professionals and 1.9 percent of craftsworkers did (it should be noted 
that 4.2 percent of managerial and administrative people regularly 
use them). There is a similar distribution for the regular use of 
aspirin. In 1976, 28 percent of those with a family income of under 
$5,000 (and 29 percent of those with less than nine years of educa¬ 
tion) in contrast to 22 percent of those earning over $25,000 a year 
(and 18 percent of college graduates) reported using aspirin at least 
once a week (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1979a, 

p. 28). 

Another cause of the differential mortality, disability, and illness 
rates between the working class and the upper and middle class is 
the hazards associated with manual labor. In 1978 there were 13,000 
on-the-job deaths in the United States and 2,200,000 disabling on-the- 
job injuries. The incidence varied considerably by economic sector. 
The on-the-job death rate was highest in mining, with 63 deaths per 
100,000 workers, construction with 57 deaths per 100,000, agriculture 
with 54, and transportation and public utilities with 29. The death 
rate was lowest in trade, with a rate of 6 per 100,000, and the 
services at 7 per 100,000. The rate of disabling injuries was highest 
in agriculture, with 54,3 per 1,000; construction with 52.2 per 1,000. 
mining with 50.0, and transportation and public utilities with 33.3. It 
was lowest in trade and the services with rates of 1.80 and 1.57 
respectively (National Safety Council 1979, p. 23). 

In the 1975-76 period in the United States, 6,6 percent of all 
professionals and 4.4 percent of all managers per year experienced 
some kind of an accident on the job (disabling or not). This contrasts 
with 21.0 percent of all blue-collar workers. The average numbers of 
workdays lost because of disabilities per year was 3.7 for male 
professionals and 3.4 for male managers as compared to 6.0 for all 
male blue-collar workers and 6.7 for all male service workers (U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services 1980, p. 35). 
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Occupationally related illness is defined as any abnormal con¬ 
dition or disorder other than one resulting from an occupational 
injury caused by exposure to environmental factors associated with 
employment. In 1976 there were approximately 168,000 new cases of 
occupational illnesses. Their incidence varied greatly by occupation 
from a rate of 8 per 1,000 full-time employees per year for agriculture 
and 5.3 per 1,000 for manufacturing to 0.7 per 1,000 for finance, 
insurance, and real estate, and 1.1 per 1,000 for the wholesale and 
retail trade. Almost half of occupational illnesses are skin diseases or 
disorders (43 percent) while about 13 percent are caused by physical 
agents and another 13 percent associated with repeated trauma 
(National Safety Council 1979, p. 23). 

In 1972 it was estimated that there were approximately 100,000 
deaths from job injuries and occupationally induced diseases com¬ 
bined (Reiman 1979, p. 65). Clearly, then, many more people die from 
occupationally induced diseases than from on-the-job accidents. 
Among the most notorious of occupationally related diseases are 
black lung disease (silicosis) caused by breathing coal dust in the 
mines, radiation exposure (especially for uranium miners), cancer, 
and asbestosis for workers who work with asbestos, and the brown 
lung disease (byssinosis) of textile workers. 

In the mid-1970s at least 100,000 ex-coal miners suffered from 
fully developed black lung disease (which makes it very difficult to 
breath and consequently impossible to work). About 10 percent of 
active miners have the disease in its early forms (Reiman 1979, p. 68; 
Lejeune 1972, p. 47). Around 1970 about 17,000 active cotton, flax, 
and hemp workers had brown lung disease. A study of asbestos 
workers who worked in the 1943 to 1971 period found that 11 percent 
have died of asbestosis and another 38 percent of cancer. It is esti¬ 
mated that 3,000 ex-asbestos workers die each year in the 1970s and 
1980s from “excess respiratory, cardiopulmonary deaths and cancers 
of the lung’ (Reiman 1979, p. 68). Workers who have worked in coke 
ovens for five or more years die of lung cancer at a rate 3.5 times 
higher than the average for all steelworkers. Approximately 800,000 
people suffer from occupationally related skin diseases a year (Reiman 
1979, p. 69). It has been estimated that between 20 percent and 40 
percent of cancer deaths are caused by on-the-job exposure (Berman 
1978, p. 46). 

One cause of the differential mortality and chronic illness rates 
among the classes is the quality of medical care obtained. In countries 
like the United States where medical care is largely private and must 
be paid for, poorer people find it difficult to get quality medical care, 
and when they do obtain it through state-sponsored programs they 
usually receive the poorest quality available. In most other advanced 


capitalist countries where there is state-financed medical insurance, 
private practice exists for those with money, who thus get the best 
medical care, while those who cannot afford it must be content with 
often second-rate, state-funded care. In the United States private 
insurance policies that pay for hospitalization and major illness are 
most common in the middle class and among better-off people who 
need it the least. In 1970 only 47 percent of those below 125 percent 
of poverty level income had hospital insurance and only 14 percent 
had major medical insurance. This is in contrast to 85 percent and 
49 percent respectively who were above the 125 percent of poverty 
income level (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 
1977, p. 53), In 1976 in the United States 35.2 percent of service 
workers and 27.8 percent of blue-collar workers with a family income 
of less than $10,000 were not covered by private hospital insurance, 
while only 3.3 percent of professionals and 6.1 percent of managers 
earning over $10,000 were not covered (U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services 1980, pp, 49-50). 

Although far more susceptible to disease and with a considerably 
greater risk of dying, the working class and poorer people spend 
considerably less (in absolute terms) on medical care than do the 
better-off groups that are the healthiest. In 1975 blue-collar workers 
earning less than $10,000 a year averaged total medical expenses of 
$209 a year and service workers $212, compared with $290 a year for 
professionals and $323 a year for managers earning over $10,000 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1980, p. 59). 
Although they spend less on medical care, the burden of medical 
expenses is much greater on poorer families. In 1970 those earning 
$7,500 and over spent on average 3.5 percent of their aggregate 
family income for personal health services. This contrasts with 57 
percent for those earning between $5,000 and $7,499; 7.3 percent for 
those earning between $3,500 and $4,999; 9.0 percent for those with 
incomes of between $2,000 and $3,999 and 12.9 percent for those with 
family incomes of less than $2,000 (U.S. Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare 1977, p. 47). 

Although they feel sicker, have a greater incidence of disease, are 
more likely to die, and worry more about sickness, poor and working 
class people are less likely to visit a doctor than are better-off people. 
In 1975 and 1976 in the U.S. an annual average of 78.0 percent of all 
professionals and 74.7 percent of all managers with family incomes of 
$10,000 or over in contrast to only 34.3 percent of blue-collar workers 
and 38,6 percent of all service workers earning less than $10,000 a 
year visited a physician (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services 1980, p. 44). 
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Poorer people are significantly less likely than higher income 
people to participate in preventative medical care. For example, 39 
percent of women over 17 whose family income in 1973 was under 
S3,000 a year and 28 percent of those whose family income was 
between $3,000 and $5,000 never had a pap smear, compared to only 
15 percent of those whose income was above $15,000. Fifty-one 
percent of people over 40 whose family income was less than $3,000 a 
year, and 46 percent of those whose family income was between 
$3,000 and $7,000 never have had a glaucoma test, compared with 
only 32 percent of those whose family income was over $15,000. 
Nineteen percent of persons with a family income of under $5,000 in 
1973 never had a routine physical examination, compared to only 4 
percent of those over $15,000. Of those earning less than that $7,000 
a year in 1973, 15 percent never had a chest X ray, in contrast to 10 
percent of those with incomes of over $15,000. Of persons over 40, 38 
percent of those earning less than $3,000 a year as compared to 32 
percent of those earning over $15,000 never had an electrocardiogram 
(Howard and Logue 1978, pp. 52-55). 

The poor and working classes have a greater inclination to 
consider pain and body malfunction normal or inevitable. One study 
showed that in the 1950s in the United States blood in one’s stool 
was recognized as a symptom needing medical attention by 98 percent 
of the upper middle class, and 60 percent of the poorer working class; 
swelling of the ankles by 77 percent of the upper middle class and 23 
percent of poorer workers; persistent headaches by 80 percent of the 
upper middle class and 22 percent of poorer workers; a lump in the 
breast by 94 percent of the upper middle class and 44 percent of the 
poorer workers; pain in the chest by 80 percent of the upper middle 
class and 31 percent of poorer workers, and so forth (see Table 9.7). 

Even in societies with free medical service, the poorer a group 
the less likely they are to utilize them. For example, in the United 
Kingdom around 1970 upper middle class people were almost 50 
percent more likely than lower level working class people to immunize 
their children against smallpox and were about 15 percent more 
likely to immunize them against diphtheria or to bring their children 
to a dentist (Reid 1977, p. 146). 

Other important factors in the differential death rates by class 
are differential diet and the quality of one’s living environment. 
Poorer people do not eat as well as richer people. They are more 
likely to be malnourished or overweight, thereby increasing their 
susceptibility to disease as well as their ability to recover from 
accidents (see U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 
1977, p. 449). Overcrowded housing and unsanitary apartments in 
neighborhoods (which are, of course, more common among the poor) 


TABLE 9.7: Percentage of Respondents In Each Social 
Class Recognizing Specified Symptoms as 
Needing Medical Attention 


Symptom 

Class 1 
(A/ = 5f) 

Class II 
(N = 335) 

Class HI 
(N = 128) 

Loss of appetite 

57 

55 

20 

Persistent backache 

53 

44 

19 

Continued coughing 

77 

78 

23 

Persistent joint and muscle pains 

SO 

47 

19 

Blood in stool 

98 

89 

60 

Blood in urine 

100 

93 

69 

Excessive vaginal bleeding 

92 

83 

54 

Swelling of ankles 

77 

76 

23 

Loss of weight 

80 

51 

21 

Bleeding gums 

79 

51 

20 

Chronic fatigue 

80 

53 

19 

Shortness of breath 

77 

55 

21 

Persistent headaches 

80 

56 

22 

Fainting spells 

60 

51 

33 

Pain rn chest 

80 

51 

31 

Lump in breast 

94 

71 

44 

Lump in abdomen 

92 

65 

34 


Note : Class I is upper class, class 11 is middle, and class 11 Ms lower. 
Source: Koos I960. 


increase exposure to contagious diseases. The higher crime rates of 
poorer neighborhoods increase the rates of homicide and disability 
from acts of violence. The relative lack of playgrounds and organized 
play activity increases the rate of accidents among poor children* 
while a parallel lack of affordable entertainment and overcrowded 
housing increases involvement in street life and adventuresome 
activities that increase the accident, homicide, and disability rates 
among such people. The inability of the poor to afford adequate 
heating leads to death during coid spells in the winter. Likewise, 
inability to afford ventilation (e.g M fans* air conditioners) can lead to 
deaths from heat prostration during heat waves in the summer. 

Health in general is highly class correlated. In the United States 
in 1973* 607 percent of all persons with a family income of $15,000 
and over were in “excellent health 1 * and only 5.5 percent in “fair or 
“poor” health (as defined by the persons themselves). This contrasts 
sharply with those whose family income was under $5,000 a year* 
32.4 percent of whom were in ‘"excellent health" and 25.6 percent of 
whom were in “fair” or “poor” health. The difference between the 
two groups was strongest among those from 45 to 64 years of age. 
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Here 18.4 percent of the poorer group and 47.3 percent of the better- 
off group were in "excellent health"; while 45.8 percent of the poorer 
group in contrast to only 10.5 percent of the better-off group were in 
"fair" or “poor" health (Conrad and Kern 1981, p. 443). 

The incidence of diseases varies considerably by class (see Table 
9.8). About 1970 for those aged 45-64 arthritis was about twice as 
prevalent in families with incomes below $5,000 than in those with 
family income above $15,000; asthma was 2.4 times as prevalent; 
chronic bronchitis 1.5 times; diabetes 2.4; heart conditions 2.1; hyper¬ 
tension 1.6; hearing impairments 1.9; and vision impairments 2.3 
times more prevalent. 

Although they spend significantly less on medical care, visit 
physicians less and are less likely to participate in preventative 
medicine, working class and poorer people are (because of the greater 
incidence of serious diseases and accidents) considerably more likely 
than middle class people to be hospitalized. In 1970 people with a 
family income below $10,000 were admitted to hospitals at a rate 
about 1.5 times that of people with incomes of $10,000 and over 
(Howard and Logue 1978, p. 50). In 1973 persons with a family 
income of under $5,000 received on the average 2.30 days of hospital 
care per year, those with an income of from $5,000 to $9,999, 1.35; 
those with a family income of between $10,000 and $14,999, 0.87; and 
those with family incomes of over $15,000, 0.80—a quite substantial 
difference (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 1977, 
p. 309). In the 1975-76 period 8.3 percent of all professionals and 8.7 
percent of all managers with a family income of $10,000 or over were 
hospitalized at some point during the year. This contrasts with 9.2 
percent of blue-collar workers earning under $10,000 and 10.2 percent 
of all service workers earning less than this amount (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services 1980. p. 43). The fact that poorer 
people are less likely to be admitted to a hospital for relatively minor 
problems than middle class people and are generally admitted for 
serious ailments more than is the norm in the middle class is re¬ 
flected in the statistics on average length of stay. While those with 
family incomes of under $5,000 had an average stay of 9.6 days, and 
those with family incomes of between $5,000 and $9,999. 7,9 days, 
those with family incomes of $15,000 and over had an average stay of 
6.4 days (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 1977, p. 
309). In the 1975-76 period the average length of stay in hospitals 
was 6.3 days for professionals and 6.6 days for managers with a 
family income of $10,000 or over a year as compared with 8.0 days 
for blue-collar workers earning less than $10,000 and 7.7 days for 
service workers earning less than $10,000 (U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services 1980, pp. 43-44). 
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Dental health is also class correlated. In the 1966 to 1970 period 
38 percent of those with a family income of less than $5,000 a year 
had decayed or missing teeth, compared to 17 percent of those with 
incomes of from $10,000 to $15,000 and 10 percent with incomes of 
over $15,000 (Howard and Logue 1978, p. 59). The condition of one's 
teeth reflects dental care. In 1973 the number of visits to the dentist 
for children aged 6-16 in the United States varied from 1.1 per year 
for children with family incomes under $5,000, 1.4 per year for those 
with family incomes between $5,000 and $9,999, 2.2 for those with 
family incomes from $10,000 to $14,999, and 3.1 for those with family 
incomes of $15,000 or over (U.S, Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare 1977. p. 425). In the 1975-76 period the percentage of 
adutts 17 and over visiting a dentist per year varied from 34.3 
percent for blue-collar workers earning less than $10,000 and 38.6 
percent for service workers earning less than $10,000 to 68.9 percent 
for all professionals and 63.4 percent for all managers with a family 
income of $10,000 or over. The average number of visits per year 
showed a more significant spread. While among blue-collar workers 
earning less than $10,000 the average number of visits was 1.0 per 
year (and among service workers in the same income range it was 
1.3), for all professionals it was 2.2 and for all managers it was 2,2 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1980, pp. 43-44). 

HAPPINESS AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Not surprisingly, the higher one’s social class the less likely one 
is to be unhappy, the less likely one is to be dissatisfied with one's 
present situation, and the more likely one is to experience joy than 
pain in their life, and, as has already been seen, the higher the level 
of emotional stress. 

In the 1977 National Opinion Research Center (NORC) General 
Social Survey (a national U.S. sample) 51.0 percent of (self-employed) 
independent middle class people said they were "very happy,” com¬ 
pared to 41.5 percent of salaried middle class people and 30.3 percent 
of manual workers. The results of an Italian study done in the 
immediate post-World War II years demonstrate the class correlation 
of happiness even more sharply. In 1948 in Italy 26 percent of 
workers stated they were "unhappy at the moment” as compared to 
10 percent of managers and employers and 14 percent of employees. 
While 64 percent of manual workers reported that they were “dis¬ 
satisfied with their present situation,” this was true of only 31 
percent of business owners and 35 percent of salaried managers. 
Further, 48 percent of manual workers stated there was “more pain 


than joy in their lives” as compared to only 23 percent of managers 
and 32 percent of employers (Tumin 1970, p. 183). 

Satisfaction with one’s job varies greatly with social class. 
Professionals, owners, and managers generally have few if any 
complaints about their jobs, and mostly would choose the same oc¬ 
cupation if they could start over. Working people, especially those in 
unskilled jobs, generally have considerably more complaints about 
their jobs and would generally choose a different occupation if given 
the chance. A study of male workers done in the early 1960s showed 
that only 16 percent of unskilled auto workers, 21 percent of unskilled 
steelworkers, and 24 percent of all blue-collar workers stated that if 
they could start over again they would choose a similar type of job. 
This contrasted with fully 93 percent of urban university professors, 
91 percent of all mathematicians, and 83 percent of all lawyers 
(Blumberg 1972, p. 429). 

In 1977 in the United States 67 percent of those in traditional 
independent petty-bourgeois positions reported that they were ‘‘very 
satisfied” with their job, as did 57 percent of those in salaried 
professional and managerial positions, while only 40 percent of 
manual workers and 43 percent of white-collar workers reported that 
they were “very satisifed.” When asked what was the single most 
important thing they valued about a job 28 percent of manual 
workers as compared to 15 percent of independent petty bourgeois 
and 14 percent of the new middle class said it was “income. In 
contrast, 68 percent of the new middle class and 56 percent of the 
traditional independent petty bourgeoisie as compared to 37 percent 
of manual workers said that having “important work was the most 
important thing about a job (computed directly from the 19^7 NORC 
General Social Survey). What different people see as the most desir¬ 
able characteristic of a job varies considerably by ciass. Relatively 
higher class people see congeniality as the most desirable character¬ 
istic, while lower class people see economic benefit. 

In a survey of industrial workers in the United States in the 
1960s it was found that among younger workers 25 percent of those 
in skilled and high-level semiskilled jobs reported “ever being both¬ 
ered by nervousness,” compared to 45 percent of those in tower level 
skilled occupations. Twenty percent of those in repetitive semiskilled 
occupations reported that they "do not wake up rested as compared 
to 11 percent of those in skilled and highly semiskilled occupations. 
Eighty percent of those in repetitive semiskilled positions as compared 
to 53 percent of those in skilled and high-level semiskilled occupations 
reported that they sometimes “boil inside without showing it. 
Among those in repetitive semiskilled occupations 37 percent felt 
“optimistic about their own future’ as compared to 69 percent in 
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skilled and highly semiskilled occupations (Kornhauser 1965, Table 
4-3). Among the more skilled younger workers 11 percent reported 
being often worried and upset as compared to 28 percent of those in 
repetitive semiskilled jobs. Of those in repetitive semiskilled occupa¬ 
tions 46 percent reported sometimes feeling "ever so blue and that 
nothing was worthwhile,' compared to only 22 percent of those in 
more skilled positions (Kornhauser 1965, Table 4-3). 

A study bv the U.S. government's National Center for Health 
Statistics (NCHS) found that in the 1974-75 period experiencing 
periods of depression was strongly related to class position. The 
mean score on the NCHS depression scale for those who did not 
graduate from college (and who were aged 25-74) was 10.9, while 
that for those with some graduate school in the same age bracket 
was 5.5 (half that of the less educated). Similar results were found 
with measures of annual family income and occupation. The average 
score on the NCHS depression scale for those in families with less 
than $5,000 in annual earnings was 12.5 and for those in families 
with between $5,000 and $9,999 annual family income 9.3. This 
compares to a score of 5.5 for those with family incomes of over t 

$25,000. Male professionals had a score of 5.3 and male managers a 
score of 5.4, in contrast to the 8.0 score of male operatives and the 
11.9 score of farm laborers. (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Sendees 1980. pp, 13,19). 

Mental health is strongly correlated with class position for two 
reasons: 1 Giver class people are diagnosed and assigned treatment by 
upper middle class criteria; and more importantly, the stresses, 
strains, and tensions of lower class life are considerably greater than 
those of upper middle class life, consequently, people in the lower 
classes are more likely to break under the pressure. It should be 
noted that there is generally a sharp rise in mental hospital admis¬ 
sions during a recession (see Table 9.6). A study of factory workers 
in the 1960s showed that 58 percent of young skilled workers and 56 
percent of middle-aged skilled workers, in contrast with only 10 
percent of young and 26 percent of middle-aged semiskilled workers 
doing repetitive work were ranked high on mental health (Kornhauser 
1965, Table 4.1). Lower class people are much more likely to become 
psychotic than middle class people. Table 9.9 shows the distribution 
of some of the major forms of psychoses by class as found in a mid- 
1950s study by August Hollingshead and Frederick Redlich, 

A thorough study of mental illness in mid-town Manhattan in 
the mid-1950s confirmed Hollingshead's findings of an association of 
mental illness with class. This study found that in the highest status 
group only 18 percent had symptoms that impaired the individual’s 


TABLE 9.9; Class and the Rate of Different Types of 
Psychoses per 100,000 of Population 


Type of Disorder 


Prestige Class 

HI (high) 
(n - 53) 

in 

(n = 142) 

IV 

(n = 585) 

V (low) 

(n = 672) 

Affective psychoses 

40 

41 

68 

105 

Psychoses due to alcoholism 





and drug addiction 

15 

29 

32 

116 

Organic psychoses 

9 

24 

46 

254 

Schizophrenic psychoses 

111 

168 

300 

895 

Senile psychoses 

21 

32 

60 

175 


Note: Data are adjusted for age and sex 
Source: Hollingshead and Redlich 1958, p. 233' 


functioning, while in the lowest stratum 33 percent were incapac¬ 
itated. The results of the midtown Manhattan study are reported in 
Table 9.10. 

Since it certainly is the case that many people fall in their 
contemporary class position because of their impaired functioning it 
is more important to look at the relation between the class in w r hich 
one started life and one’s contemporary mental condition in order to 
determine the impact of class position on mental health (rather than 
vice versa). Studies of schizophrenia and parental class background 
show that unlike other forms of psychosis this mental disease is not 
related to class background, but rather that the correlation between it 
and class position is essentially a product of the downward mobility 
of schizophrenic victims (Reid 1977, p. 117; Rossidies 1976. p. 198). 

Those categorized as neurotic (minor impairment of social func¬ 
tioning) as opposed to psychotic (severe impairment of social function¬ 
ing) are much more likely to be from the higher classes (the opposite 
of the distribution of psychosis). This is apparently because working 
class people tend not to seek treatment for neurosis, but rather 
generally interpret neurotic behavior as "nerves" or simply normal, 
and thus do not seek out treatment from counselors or psychiatrists, 
while on the other hand upper middle class people often pride them¬ 
selves on going to and talking about their “analyst.” While psychi¬ 
atric help is typically considered something to be ashamed of in the 
working class, more often than not, it is considered quite normal in 
the salaried middle classes. Further, the higher the class, the more 
sympathetic and tolerant are attitudes, especially the attitudes of 
authorities and medical people, toward neurotic disturbances and the 
greater the likelihood that deviant behavior will be attributed to 
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TABLE 9.10: Distributions of Respondents on Mental Health 
by Parental SES Strata for ages 20-59 




Parental SES Strata 


Mental Health 

Categories 

A 

(Highest) 

B 

c 

D 

E 

F 

(Lowest) 

Weil 

24% 

23% 

20% 

19% 

14% 

10% 

Mild symptom formation 

36 

38 

37 

37 

37 

33 

Moderate symptom 
formation 

22 

22 

23 

20 

20 

25 

Impaired 

18 

16 

21 

26 

29 

33 

Marked symptom 
formation 

12 

9 

12 

13 

16 

18 

Severe symptom 
formation 

4 

5 

3 

6 

10 

10 

Incapacitated 

2 

3 

1 

3 

3 

5 

Total 

1D0 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 


Note: Socio-Economic Status :SES! index is a popular indicator ot social 
position composed ot measures of income, education, and occupational prestige. 
Source: Srole and Fisher 1975, p. 269. 


mental illness, rather than considered as something to be punished, 
as in the lower classes (Rossidies 1976, p. 197). While the defining of 
people as “neurotic” is highly arbitrary, both on the part of the 
family and friends of the people concerned and on the part of persons 
in authority, there is relatively little room in the case of psychotic or 
mentally incapacitated people for the operation of socially flexible 
definitions. It is very hard for family, friends, and authorities to 
overlook a psychotic, and the psychotic individuals to avoid some 
type of treatment or institutionalization, i.e., the statistics of psycho¬ 
sis can thus be considered to fairly accurately reflect the real social 
distribution of psychotic breakdowns, while the figures on neurosis 
must be considered to mostly reflect the highly variable social defini¬ 
tions prevailing in different social classes. It should be noted that the 
poorest working class people are three times more likely than 
professional or managerial people to become psychotic (Hollingshead 
and Redtich 1958, p. 210). 

The type and quality of therapy received by mental patients 
varies greatly by class. While 47 percent of upper and middle class 
“neurotics” (in Hollingshead’s prestige Class I and II) received 
psychotherapy, only 5 percent of lower class patients (classes IV and 
V) did (Hollingshead and Redlich 1958, p. 267). Fifty percent of upper 
and middle class psychotics received psychotherapy, compared to 8 
percent of those in the lower classes. While 84 percent of lower class 


psychotics received nothing but custodial care, this was true for only 
50 percent of the upper and middle classes (Hollingshead and Redlich 
1958, p. 290). According to Hollingshead, around 1950 total expendi¬ 
tures per psychotic patient in the upper and middle classes was 3.0 
times greater than that for the lower classes (Hollingshead and 
Redlich 1958, p. 309). 

MARRIAGE, SEXUALITY, CHILD REARING, AND FRIENDSHIP 




Marriage, divorce, fertility, sexuality, child rearing, and friend¬ 
ship are all heavily class related. Men and women seek out members 
of their own social class to marry. There is a strong tendency for 
people from middle class backgrounds to marry others from middle 
class backgrounds, for people from working class backgrounds to 
marry others from working class backgrounds, and, above all. for the 
sons and daughters of the capitalist class to marry each other. This 
is not at all surprising since people from the same social class 
backgrounds grow up in the same class-segregated neighborhoods, go 
to the same schools (and within the same schools tend to take similar 
programs), have overlapping relative and friend networks, tend to 
work in similar jobs, belong to similar churches and clubs, and so 
forth. Further, middle and especially capitalist class parents are very 
status conscious. They generally press their children to find marriage 
partners of at least as high a social class as their own. To marry 
people of a lower “status” is normally regarded as degrading for both 
the individual and their family. 

Age at marriage varies by class. Middle and upper class people 
marry later than do working class people. Although people have a 
strong tendency to marry within their class this is more true of 
upper class women and lower class men than of upper class men and 
lower class women. Consequently, in relative terms, the upper class 
has fewer unmarried men and more unmarried women than does the 
working class (which has relatively fewer unmarried women and 
relativelylndfe unmarried men). This latter fact is the case because 
of the tendency of “ more a tt ract ive" working class women “marrying 
up” to middle class and sometimes even upper class men who, be¬ 
cause of their money, have a wider range of potential mates to choose 
from, than do upper, and middle class women. Higher class women 
“lose status” by marrying a working class man, no matter how 
“attractive" (Rossidies 1976, p. 177). 

The number of children desired and number of children actually 
had varies by class. Generally the poorer the family the more children 
the parents want and the more children the mother has. This is 
especially the case for the rural poor and for people from rural 
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backgrounds. Working class families traditionally have had bigger 
families than the middle class, although this has become less the 
case over time (see Table 9.11). 

Poor people, especially the rural poor, have traditionally wanted 
larger families because of the economic advantages of large numbers 
of children. Children both supplement the family income (or do neces¬ 
sary chores around the farm or family business) and (especially 
before state-supported social security) were vital for supporting 
parents in their old age. or in the case of disability or other crisis. 
The more children, the larger the family income, the more unpaid 
family laborers, and the greater one’s economic security. To have 
many children was traditionally a most rational decision. The situa¬ 
tion of the salaried middle class family contrasts sharply with the 
condition of the rural poor (or the traditional independent small 
businessmen). Here children are a major financial liability. The 
children of this class do not generally ever supplement family income, 
instead they are supported, not just until they are 16 or 17, but 
typically through the end of their college years, Supporting children 
through college, especially at elite institutions, can be a very expen¬ 
sive proposition, whose return normally comes only in the form of 
increased family prestige. Further, this class has relied much less 
than either the working class or the rural poor on children as social 
security (instead depending on their own wealth and/or various pen¬ 
sion and benefit plans). The declining differential between the work¬ 
ing class and the petty bourgeoisie in number of children is a result 

TABLE 9.11: Average Number of Children Ever Born to 


Wives Aged 35-44, by Spouse’s Occupation 



1950 

1970 

Professional, technical, and kindred 

2.941 

1.825 

Managers, officials, proprietors 
(except farrrn 

2.941 

1.949 

Sales 

2.891 a 

1.827 

Clerical and kindred 

2.841 a 

1.327 

Craftsworkers, foremen, and kindred 

3.119 

2.313 

Operatives and kindred 

3.179 

2.523 

Service workers 13 

3.018 

2,103 

Laborers, (except farm and mine) 

3.367 

3.004 

Farmers and farm managers 

3.578 

3.204 

Farm laborers and foremen 

4.296 

3.796 


®Ttie 1950 census combines sales with clerical and kindred workers, 
“includes private household. 

Source: Abrahamson 1976. p. 218. 


of the increasing distance from rural life of the working class, the 
decreased role of child labor (as a supplement to family income) in 
the working class, the increased probability of working class children 
going to college or at least vocational school (and thus being a long¬ 
term financial burden on their families), and the prevalence of social 
security and private pension plans and institutions to take care of 
the basic needs of working class families in their old age and in times 
of crisis. 

The happiness of one’s marriage is influenced by one’s class 
position. In 1977 in the United States 72 percent of those in the 
independent middle class and 70 percent of those in the new middle 
class as compared to 63 percent of manual workers reported that 
their marriages were “very happy” (computed from the NORC 
General Social Survey for 1977). 

Divorce as well as marriage is in good part class determined, in 
1970, lower level working class people had a ratio of (currently) 
divorced to married men over twice that of the nonprofessional middle 
class. Service workers (excluding domestics) had a ratio of 5.4 percent 
and nonfarm laborers had a ratio of 5.0 percent. This contrasts with 
a ratio of 2.4 percent for managers and administrators, and 3.5 
percent for professional men. The ratios for other occupations in 
1970 were sales and clerical 3.9 percent, craftsworkers 3.3 percent, 
operatives 4.0 percent (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970c, Table 31). 
Similar findings have been found for most countries (Tumin 1970, 
pp. 163-68; Reid 1977, p. 133). It should be noted that desertions and 
separations without formal divorce are considerably more class re¬ 
lated than are divorces (Roach, Gross, and Gursslin 1969, p. 440). 

The considerably greater instability of poorer working class 
marriages probably mostly reflects the higher levels of emotional 
stress and the consequently lower level of happiness in such families. 
The problems of poverty and working class life are displaced into 
hostilities toward one's mate. The greater divorce and separation 
rates of lower class families also reflect the lesser economic stake in 
such unions, in comparison with upper middle class marriages. When 
the wife is not so dependent on her husband’s income (either because 
she works or can sustain herself without a drastic decline in living 
standards from state welfare programs) unhappy wives are less likely 
to stay in unhappy unions. 

Sexual activity is strongly class correlated. Working class people 
traditionally begin active sex lives earlier, and are more likely to 
engage in intercourse (rather than achieving orgasm in other ways) 
than are middle class people. Kinsey found that in the United States 
in 1948 upper middle class young single men were considerably more 
likely to masturbate than lower level working class men. They were 
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also more Hkelv to engage in “petting” to climax. On the other hand, 
working class single men were considerably more likely to have 
intercourse with prostitutes as well as more frequently have sexual 
relations with female friends. Higher level working class men were 
more likely to have homosexual relations than either lower level 
working class or middle class men (see Table 9.12), 

Married upper middle class men were found by Kinsey to be 
significantly more likely to masturbate than working class men, 
while working class men were more likely to have intercourse. Other¬ 
wise there was not a great difference in the sexual behavior of 
married men by class (Kinsey et al. 1953, Table 2). 

In San Francisco in 1969-70 it was still the case that working 
class youth began active sexual lives earlier than youth from the 
middle class. The mean age for initial experience with sexual inter¬ 
course for men who had never been to college was 16.7 years com¬ 
pared to 18.9 for college graduates. For women who had never been 
to college it was 18.1 and for college graduates 21,5 (Weinberg and 
Williams 1980. Table 2B). The San Francisco study also found that 
there was a slight negative correlation between class and number of 
sexual partners by men, but not by women, Male high school grad¬ 
uates reported having slept with a mean of 12.8 women, while male 
college graduates reported having slept with a mean of 7.7. This 
comparies with Kinsey’s 1948 sample where the mean for high school 
graduates was 18.9 and for college graduates 9.6 (Weinberg and 
Williams 1980, Table 3B). This study also found that in 1969-70 


TABLE 9.12: Sources of Orgasms for Single Males Aged 
21-25, by Educational Level, 1948 



Level 0-8 

Level 9-12 

Level T3+ 

Masturbation 

20.15% 

29.67% 

53.30% 

Nocturnal emissions 

5.02 

0.10 

15.67 

Petting to climax 

1.23 

2.77 

7.50 

Intercourse with companions 

52.84 

38.02 

18.45 

Intercourse with prostitutes 

12.55 

4.66 

1,27 

Homosexual outlet 

8.06 

16.31 

3.72 

Animal contacts 

0.15 

0.47 

0,09 

Total outlets 

100.00 

100.00 

100.00 

Number of cases 

361 

263 

1,090 

Total solitary outlets 

25.17 

37.77 

68,97 

Total heterosexual outlets 

66.62 

45.45 

2122 

Total homosexual outlets 

8.06 

16.31 

3.72 


Note: Data are for percentage of total orgasms, 
Source: Kinsey- et al. 1953. p. 303. 


there was no class correlation between educational level and the 
relative frequency of various forms of heterosexual sex or mastur¬ 
bation. The significant difference in forms of heterosexual sex is not 
found in its relative occurrence in the different classes, but rather in 
the age of first experience. For example, mean age at first experience 
with oral-genital sex performed by a woman was 17.3 years for men 
without college and 19.5 years for male college graduates. For women, 
performed by a man, it was 20.0 years for those without college and 
24.2 years for women college graduates (Weinberg and Williams 1980, 
39). 

Working class men are less likely than middle class men to read 
pornography, are more likely to endorse the double standard, and to 
receive less satisfaction from sex (Rossidies, 1976, pp. 176-77). The 
lower the social class, the less enjoyment and interest both wives and 
husbands get from sexual intercourse. A study done in the late 1950s 
found that 78 percent of middle class husbands as compared with 44 
percent of “lower lower class” husbands expressed “great interest 
and enjoyment" in sexual relations. The same study found that 50 
percent of middle class wives, in contrast to 20 percent of “lower 
lower class” wives felt great interest and enjoyment. It should be 
noted, however, that there was no significant difference between the 
middle class and the “upper lower class” on this dimension for either 
husbands or wives (Grey 1969, p. 121). 

There are significant differences in child-rearing practices among 
the social classes, differences that become manifested in the different 
types of personality characteristic of the adults of the various classes. 
Traditionally working class people were more likely than middle 
class people to breast-feed their children; since the mid-1940s this 
tendency has been reversed—middle class people are now more likely 
than working class people to breast-feed. This change, however, is 
due entirely to the decreasing tendency for working class people to 
breast-feed. In the principal studies of the frequency of breast-feeding 
done before 1948 it was found that on the average about two-thirds 
of all working class people breast-fed, while in those studies done 
after 1947, it was generally found that approximately half did. On 
the other hand, studies done in both periods showed that on the 
average about two-thirds of middle class mothers breast-fed (Bronfen- 
brenner 1970, p. 211). 

Traditionally working class people breast-fed longer than did 
middle class people. Again this was reversed in the late 1940s. 
Working class people now breast-feed for shorter periods than middle 
class people. While both middle class and working class people now 
breast feed for a shorter period of time, the greatest decrease has 
occurred among working class people. While the average amount of 
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time children were breast-fed before 1948 (as reported in various 
studies done before this date) in the working class was approximately 
5 months, after 1947 it was 2 months. On the other hand, in the 
middle class the average was four months before 1948 and three 
months after 1947 (Bronfenbrenner 1970, p. 212). Here again we see a 
rather major change in working class practices together with little or 
no change in middle class practices. 

Average age at weaning (from both breast and bottle) has been a 
constant for the working class, averaging about 13 months both 
before and after 1948. On the other hand, middle class children's age 
at weaning has increased. The average found in pre-1948 studies was 
11 months, and that found in post-1947 studies 13 months (Bronfen¬ 
brenner 1970, p. 213). 

The decline in the probability of working class women’s breast¬ 
feeding their children as well as in the length of time this class 
breast-feeds appears to be caused by fundamental shifts in the tradi¬ 
tional role of working class women that occurred concurrent with 
this change. While working class mothers traditionally stayed home 
as full-time housewives/mothers, this pattern broke down in the 
post-World War II generation. There has been a radical increase in 
the probability of married women, especially mothers (driven by 
economic necessity), working outside of the home. This trend has 
been much less the case in the middle class, where a much higher 
proportion of women continue to be full-time mothers, at least until 
their children are all in school. Working women have much greater 
difficulty than do nonworking women in breast-feeding, consequently 
as working class wives have entered the labor force, the traditional 
class differential has been reversed. 

Evidence from studies done before 1945 show that middle class 
people began and completed toilet training (both bowel and bladder) 
earlier than did working class people. However, the evidence from 
post-1945 studies shows the reverse. In recent years working class 
people have been shown both to begin and complete toilet training 
before middle class people (Bronfenbrenner, 1970, p. 213). 

There are significant general differences between the two largest 
classes in the overall character of the child-parent relationship. 
Contemporary U.S. middle class disciplinary practices tend to be 
more oriented to the granting and withdrawal of approval and praise 
than are the disciplinary practices of the working class, white work¬ 
ing class disciplinary patterns tend to be more reliant than middle 
class patterns on physical punishment as well as on threatening and 
cajoling. (Bronfenbrenner 1970, p. 216), Middle class people are more 
likely than working class people to deal with their children through 
ignoring infractions, reasoning, or talking with their children (Bron¬ 


fenbrenner 1970, p. 216). Generally working class parents in the 
post-World War II period have put greater restrictions on their 
children’s activity than have middle class parents (e.g., fixed bed¬ 
times, restrictions on how far a child can go away from home). 
However, studies done before 1945 tended to show the opposite was 
the case in this period (Bronfenbrenner 1970, p. 217). Middle class 
children are generally allowed to express more aggression toward 
their parents (or other children) than are working class children 
(Bronfenbrenner 1970, p. 216). Middle class children are treated more 
permissively in their sexual behavior. They are less likely to be 
disciplined for touching their sex organs, and are more likely to be 
allowed to play unclothed and to see their parents naked (Bronfen- 
bredner 1970, p. 216). Middle class children are also significantly 
more likely than working class children to be told the “facts of life” 
by their parents as well as be told at an early age (Reid 1977, p. 150). 

Working class child rearing in the post-World War II period has 
been generally characterized more than in the middle class by em¬ 
phasis on obedience, neatness, cleanliness, and honesty, while middle 
class child rearing is characterized more than working class child 
rearing by stress on curiosity, self-control, consideration for others, 
and happiness. Middle class parents in general have higher expecta¬ 
tions for their children (see Table 9.13). There are even differences in 
the language children acquire. Middle class children's language is 
organized more to facilitate comprehension of a wide range of symbols 
and social relationships, while that of the working class is organized 
more around a less abstract level of conceptualization and causality. 
The latter tends to emphasize more affective responses to immediate 
situations (Rossidies 1976, p. 182; Bernstein 1975). 

In general, the middle class mode of child raising is geared to 
training adults suited for professional and business life—creative, 
self-directed personalities, while the working class mode is geared to 
producing adults better suited to subordinate menial labor, where 
workers respect authority, rather than demonstrate independence 
and creativity. 

Friendship patterns are very different in the working class and 
the middle class. The lower one’s class the more likely one is to 
regularly visit one’s neighbors and the stronger are extended family 
ties. In 1977, 39 percent of manual workers in the United States 
reported that they “frequently” socialized with their relatives as did 
40 percent of those in the capitalist class, while only 26 percent of 
those in the new middle class and 34 percent of those in the tradi¬ 
tional middle class did so (computed from the NORC General Social 
Survey for 1977). A study done in the 1960s found that 43 percent of 
working class people, in contrast to 18 percent of upper middle class 


326 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


PERSONAL EFFECTS OF CLASS POSITION / 327 


TABLE 9.13: Mothers' Socioeconomic Status and Choice ol 
“Most Desirable” Characteristics in a Ten* or 
Eleven-Year-Old Child 


Characteristic 


Socioeconomic Stratum 


1 (high) 
(N = 51) 

a 

(N = 43) 

in 

(N = 80) 

tv 

(N - 128) 

V(low) 
(N = 37) 

Obedience 

0.14 

0.19 

0.25 

0.35 

0.27 

Neatness, cleanliness 

0.06 

0.07 

0.16 

0.18 

0.27 

Consideration 

0.41 

0,37 

0.39 

0.25 

0.32 

Curiosity 

0.37 

0.12 

0.09 

0.07 

0.03 

SeJf-control 

0,24 

0.30 

0.18 

0.13 

0.14 

Happiness 

0.61 

0.40 

0.40 

0.38 

0,30 

Boys 


0,48 

0.40 

0.27 


Girls 


0.54 

0.40 

0.45 


Honesty 

0.37 

0.49 

0.46 

0.50 

0.65 


Note'. Data are lor proportion who select each characteristic, by socioeconomic 
strata on Hollingshead index). 

Source: Kotin 1968, p. 155. 


people were more likely to have relatives rather than either neighbors 
or friends over to their house for parties or visits. In contrast, 83 
percent of upper middle class people as compared to 43 percent of 
working class people were most likely to have friends over. Working 
class people are more likely to visit with neighbors than are upper 
middle class people. The same study reported that the mean number 
of visits per month with friends was 2.1 in the upper middle class 
and 3.5 in the working class. Working class people are twice as likely 
to have their relatives for their closest friends than are upper middle 
class people (Blumberg 1972, p. 207), The working class is much 
more family and neighborhood oriented than is the middle class. The 
middle class is much more likely than the working class to be socially 
integrated with nonrelated friends who share a similar occupational 
situation. Further, working class people tend to maintain old friend¬ 
ships longer as well as to be more resistant to forming new friend¬ 
ships (i.e,, friendships are generally deeper and more reliable in the 
working class). 

Working class people tend to be more involved in close kin 
networks. These can act as a conservative force with strong sanctions 
against idiosyncratic ideas or deviance in normal times, or act as a 
strong force against “scabbing” in a strike situation, as well as in 
moving the class as a whole left in a crisis situation. Family life is 
generally more important for working class people. Feelings of family 
loyalty and obligations even for fairly distant relatives tend to be 
stronger than in the middle class. Traditionally sons tended to find 


employment in the same place as the father (or an uncle) while 
daughters tended to live near parents, continuing to maintain close 
relationships with them (especially with their mother). In the post- 
World War II period, however, the trend has been away from living 
near parents as well as for sons to work in different places than 
fathers. The strength of traditional family ties in the working class 
represents a continuity with the peasant family that prevailed in the 
recent past of most working class families. As that past recedes and 
the logic of industrial capitalism with its high degree of mobility and 
high tendency toward individualization proceeds, the remnants of the 
extended family with its strong kin solidarity are dissipated (see 
Shostak 1969, pt. 3). 

Membership in organizations also varies considerably by class. 
In 1977 in the United States 38 percent of manual workers reported 
that they belonged to more than one organization. This compared to 
45 percent of the independent petty bourgeoisie, 62 percent of the 
new middle class, and 80 percent of capitalists (computed from the 
NORC General Social Survey for 1977). Similar results have been 
found by many researchers (Duberman 1976:154; Reid 1977:220; 
Roach, Gross, and Gursslin 1969, p. 119). 

RELIGION 

Religious domination (especially within Protestantism in the 
United States) as well as the intensity and form of individual beliefs 
is strongly influenced by class position. Within Protestantism, the 
three denominations of Episcopalian, Congregational, and Presby¬ 
terian are the upper middle class religions. Their members have the 
highest average incomes and social status. The Baptists and the 
fundamentalists are the lower class Protestant religions. When a 
Protestant family becomes upwardly mobile it generally changes 
religion, first from Baptist or another of the relatively low status 
Protestant denominations to Methodist (or another of the respectable 
middle class Protestant denominations), and finally to one of the 
three upper middle class denominations (see Table 9.14). 

The class basis of the different Protestant denominations is re¬ 
flected in the character of both their services and rites, and in their 
theologies and beliefs. The “fire and brimstone” fundamentalist 
churches offer salvation and hope to the poor and oppressed—an 
offer of a better life in the hereafter, and justice and retribution for 
the sufferings of this life. Their ceremonies, rituals, and sermons are 
highly emotional and deeply involve their congregations. On the other 
hand, the upper middle class denominations preach an ethical religion 
that more often than not is focused on living a better and happier life 
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TABLE 9.14: Religious Denomination and Class 



(D 

Median 

Family 

income 

(1966} 

(2) 

Median 

Occupational 

Status 

(1966) 

(0-100) 

Percentage in Each Stratum 

(3) 

High 

Ml 

Inter mediate 

(5) 

Low 

m 

Total 

Protestants 







Cong regation at 

SI 7.500 

62.7 

23,9% 

42.6% 

33,5% 

100% 

Episcopal 

13.000 

59.9 

24,1 

33.7 

42.2 

100 

Presbyterian 

11,667 

60.3 

21.9 

40.0 

36.1 

too 

Methodist 

10,703 

45.0 

12,7 

35.6 

51,7 

100 

Lutheran 

10,375 

42.9 

10.9 

36.1 

53.0 

100 

Baptist 

9,311 

28.6 

8.0 

24,0 

68.0 

100 

Fundamentalist 

3,290 

24,3 





Roman Catholic 

9,999 

43,2 

8.7 

24.7 

66 8 

100 

Jewish 

14,688 

65.0 

21.8 

32.0 

46 2 

100 

No preference/ 







no religion 

10,357 

55,0 

13,9 

26.6 

59.4 

100 

Grand total 

10,177 

45,2 






Source. For columns 1 and 2. Lauman 1969. p. 186, Table 2; source for 
columns 3, 4, 5, Schneider 1952, p. 228 


in this world, rather than on salvation and retribution. Moreover, 
their sermons and rituals tend to be inteliectualized and not intensely 
emotional. Each of these types of religions speaks to the experiences 
and needs of their respective congregations, so it is no surprise that 
as a family rises in society its need for salvation and redemption 
decreases at the same time as its desire for social respectability 
(which membership in the higher status denominations brings) grows. 

The traditionally relatively low income and social status of 
Roman Catholics in the United States is a result of the fact that the 
bulk of working class foreign immigrants—from the Irish in the 
1840s to the 1880s through the Poles and Italians from the 1890s to 
the 1920s to the recent Latin American immigrants—have been of 
this faith. These groups, with the exception of the Irish, continue to 
be heavily concentrated in working class occupations. Although the 
ancestors of most U.S. Jews migrated to the United States from 
eastern Europe in a condition of poverty between 1882 and 1914, the 
bulk of their descendants have achieved professional or other middle 
class status because of their traditional middle class “pariah” (or 
middleman minority”) status (see Chapter 10 for a full discussion of 
the Jews and class). 


Among all major religious tendencies in the United States, the 
higher one’s social class the more likely one is to attend religious 
services. In 1977 in the United States manual working class people 
were the least religious (as measured by frequency of church atten¬ 
dance). While 33 percent of both the new and old middle class re¬ 
ported attending church at least once a week, only 22 percent of 
manual workers reported doing so. On the other extreme, while 35 
percent of the independent petty bourgeoisie reported attending 
church once a year or less, 40 percent of the salaried professionals 
and managers and 42 percent of manual workers reported being 
equally irreligious (computed from the NORC 1977 General Social 
Survey). 

A study done in the mid-1960s in the United States showed that 
among Roman Catholics 82 percent of the upper middle class attended 
church weekly, compared with 61 percent of poorer workers. Among 
liberal Protestant denominations 35 percent of upper middle class 
people, in contrast to 30 percent of poorer working class people, 
attended church regularly. Among conservative Protestant denomina¬ 
tions 63 percent of upper middle class people.in contrast to 40 percent 
of poorer working class people, reported attending church weekly 
(Thiel bar and Feldman 1972, p. 496). 

Small but positive correlations have also been found between 
social class and frequency of praying, tithing, attitudes about the 
importance of religion, belief in a personal god, belief in life after 
death, and probability of being married in a religious ceremony 
(Thielbar and Feldman 1972, p. 499; Reid 1977, p. 205). One study 
found that in 1950 among U.S.-born whites 88 percent of all profes¬ 
sionals in contrast with 67 percent of alt laborers were married in a 
religious ceremony (Roach, Gross and Gursslin 1969, p. 440). Another 
study found that in the 1960’s among moderate denomination Protes¬ 
tants 83 percent of the lower class believed in a personal god, 
compared to 87 percent of the upper middle class (this slight differ¬ 
ence held among liberal Protestants, conservative Protestants, and 
Roman Catholics as well) (Thielbar and Feldman 1972, p. 499). 
Significantly more upper middle class people, both Protestant and 
Catholic, believe in life after death. Among the Catholic upper middle 
class 87 percent believed in life after death as compared to 72 percent 
of poorer workers. Among moderate Protestants. 84 percent of the 
upper middle class believed in life after death, in contrast to 66 
percent of poorer workers (Thielbar and Feldman 1972, p. 499). 

On the other hand, when we examine most religious phenomena 
that reflect salvation, retribution, temptation, and sin, we see a 
different picture. Here it is lower class people that report greater 
religious involvement than higher class people. Among Protestants, 
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lower class people are significantly more likely to believe that the 
devil exists. The mid-1960s study reported 60 percent of poorer 
workers in contrast to 32 of the upper middle class believe in the 
devil. This difference holds with about equal strength both within 
liberal and conservative Protestant denominations (Thielbar and 
Feldman 1972, p, 499). 

Lower class people are also significantly more likely to have had 
a religious experience than are upper middle class people. The mid- 
1960s study found that 41 percent of upper middle class Catholics 
were “high on religious experience” compared to 62 percent of poorer 
working class Catholics. Among liberal denomination Protestants the 
equivalent range was from 38 percent to 59 percent, and among 
moderate denomination Protestants 52 percent to 67 percent. Among 
conservative denomination Protestants the spread was only slight, 85 
percent versus 90 percent (Thielbar and Feldman 1972, p. 493). 

In general, religion for upper class people is more of an intellec¬ 
tual and ethical phenomenon, in good part focused around the social 
life of the congregation; while for poorer people religion is a more 
intensive emotional experience, not necessarily oriented to a congrega¬ 
tion but focused on salvation and active spiritual forces, often of an 
evil kind, that influence daily life. These two views of religion are 
very much a product of the differential experiences of the classes. 

CONSUMPTION, LEISURE, AND MASS MEDIA 

Working class and middle class people have rather different 
spending and consumption patterns, in good part dictated by the 
amount of money each has available to spend to satisfy their families’ 
needs. On the most fundamental level this is expressed in the type 
and quality of food bought, the quality of housing purchased or 
rented, and the quality of clothing worn (or made). For example, in 
the 1971-74 period, about one-third of persons living above the 
poverty level ate meat, on the average, more than once a day. This 
was true of only 22 percent of persons living below the poverty level 
(U S. Department of Health and Human Services 1979b). The differ¬ 
ences in consumption patterns ramify throughout all aspects of 
material life. 

W hile most families above a very low minimum are likely to own 
an automobile, most middle class families, unlike working class 
families, own two cars. And, while working class people, no matter 
how poor, are as likely as middle class people to own a television, 
middle class people are more likely to have a color set than are 
working class people. Middle class people are more likely than work¬ 
ing class people to own washing machines and clothes dryers, and 


are considerably more likely to own a dishwasher and an air condi¬ 
tioner (see Table 9.15). 

The proportion of income spent on different categories of items 
varies by class. Poorer people, for example, spend a significantly 
higher proportion of their income for food, tobacco, and medical care 
than do middle class people, and a somewhat lesser proportion for 
clothing, automobiles, and recreation. In 1974 the lowest income 
decile in the United States spent 47 percent of its gross income on 
food as compared to 11 percent for the highest income decile. In 1974 
the second lowest income decile spent 18 percent of its net income on 
energy as compared to 6 percent for the top income decile, 37 percent 
on shelter as compared to 12 percent, and 13 percent on medical care 
as compared to 5 percent. (Blumberg 1980, pp. 182, 184). fn 1957 
people with an income of over $10,000 spent 14 percent on clothing 
and 13 percent on recreation, compared with 11 percent and 11 
percent respectively for people with an income under $3,000 (Shostak 
and Gomberg 1964, p. 76). 

The different classes spend their leisure time differently. Middle 
class people are slightly more likely than working class people to 
regularly attend the cinema and are far more likely than working 
class people to attend the live theater or the other performing arts 
such as ballet, orchestra, or opera (Reid 1977, pp. 218, 219). Spectator 
sports are more important for the working class than for the middle 
class, but participant sports are engaged in more by the middle class 
than the working class. Spectator sports that are particularly more 
popular in the working class than in the middle class include boxing 
and horse racing, while participant sports that are especially more 
popular with the middle classes than the working class include swim¬ 
ming, golf, tennis, and table tennis (Reid 1977, pp. 223, 225). 

In the United States hunting, fishing, auto sports, and gambling 
are especially important for men in the working class (as opposed to 
middle class). All of these activities can be considered to be an 
assertion of “manhood” (or dignity), an outlet for hostilities generated 
on the job, a source of creativity and achievement denied in work, 
and a chance to prove oneself and gain the respect of others, again 
opportunities difficult to achieve at work. 

Gambling is especially popular in the tower levels of the working 
class. Gambling offers a number of rewards independent of actual 
payoffs. It holds out the hope of striking it rich, but probably more 
importantly, of gaining the respect of friends that comes from work¬ 
ing out a method to "beat the system.” Far more respect goes to 
those who win as an apparent result of a well-developed "system” 
than to those who appear to win merely because of luck (Shostak and 
Gomberg 1964, p. 451). 


TABLE 9.15: Households Owning Cars and Appliances, 1971: Percentage Distribution by 
Income Level 

Cars (1972} Television 
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Alcohol use varies considerably by class. In 1978 approximately 
42 percent of people with family incomes of between $3,000 and 
$6,999 and 50 percent of those with family incomes of less than 
$3,000 were total abstainers, in contrast to only 18 percent of those 
earning over $15,000 and 21 percent of those earning between $10,000 
and $15,000. While 53 percent of those with only a grade school 
education and 29 percent of manual workers were total abstainers, 
only 17 percent of college graduates and 16 percent of professional 
and business people were total abstainers. Further, there is a tend¬ 
ency for problem drinking to be more prevalent among the better 
educated and higher income groups. While 38 percent of college grad¬ 
uates and 39 percent of those earning over $15,000 a year reported 
that they sometimes drink more than they should, this was true for 
only 24 percent of those with only a grade school education and 27 
percent of those with family incomes of between $3,000 and $7,000 
(U.S, Department of Justice 1980, p. 391). 

Lower class people are somewhat more tolerant of drug use than 
are upper class people. While 13 percent of upper middle class people 
in a U.S. national sample approved of the use of at least three illegal 
drugs (contained on a list of the principal drugs in use in the United 
States), 16 percent of working class people and 22 percent of lower 
class people did so (Playboy 1979, p. 27). Marijuana use does not vary 
significantly by income level. In 1977, 23 percent of those earning 
$15,000 or over a year as compared to 20 percent of those earning 
less than $5,000 and 25 percent of those earning between $5,000 and 
$15,000 reported that they "ever happened to try marihuana" (U.S. 
Department of Justice 1980, p. 396). 

Lower class peole watch far more television than do middle and 
upper middle class people. One study found that in the early 1960s 
while “lower working class" people watched television for an average 
of 180 minutes a night, and middle level working class people 100 
minutes, upper middle class people watched television for only 31 
minutes and upper class people for 16 minutes (Hodges 1964, p. 161). 

The higher one's class the more likely one is to regularly read 
newspapers (Roach, Gross, and Gursslin 1969, p. 119). The type of 
newspapers read varies considerably by class. For example, during 
the mid-1950s in the New York area 51 percent of upper middle class 
people regularly read the New York Times as compared to 4 percent 
of the lowest level working class. On the other hand, only 1 percent 
of upper middle class people read the New York Daily News as 
compared with 15 percent of lowest level working class (Hollingshead 
and Redlich 1958, p. 404). 

The higher one’s class the more likely one is to read both news 
and nonnews magazines (Roach, Gross, and Gursslin 1969, p. 119). 


334 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


PERSONAL EFFECTS OF CLASS POSITION / 335 


The type of magazine favored varies considerably by class. Upper 
middle and middle class people favor news magazines .digests, educa¬ 
tional literary magazines, hobby and craft magazines; while lower 
class people, who read magazines at all, favor escapist, hobby and 
sport magazines (see, for example, Hollingshead and Redlich 1958, pp. 
403-4). 

Some magazines are much more widely read by higher class 
people and others by working class people. For example, in 1969, 52 
percent of the New Yorker male primary readership as well as 31 
percent of the male readership of the New York Times Magazine, 56 
percent of the mate readership of Fortune , and 35 percent of the male 
readership of Newsweek earned $15,000 or over a year. At the same 
time 26 percent of the primary female readership of Cosmopolitan had 
a household income of over $15,000. This contrasts with only 18 
percent of the primary male readership of Field and Stream, 19 
percent of the primary male readership of both Popular Science and 
Mechanic Illustrated , 14 percent of the male readership of Parade 
Magazine, 21 percent of the male readership of Readers Digest and 18 
percent of that of TV Guide , and with 4 percent of the primary 
female readership of Modern Romances and 14 percent of that of 
Modern Screen (Demographics , 1969). 

Working class people are more likely than middle and upper 
middle class people to get their news from the television rather than 
from newspapers or news magazines, and when they do get informa¬ 
tion from newspapers, to get it primarily from the sensationalist, 
scandal-ridden, and right-wing press, rather than from somewhat 
more objective and in-depth sources. 

Book reading is especially highly correlated with class position. 
One study found that 48 percent of upper middle class people and 26 
percent of lower middle class people had read at least one book 
within the previous three months, compared to 10 percent of working 
class people (Rothman 1978, p. 192). 

CRIME 

Class enters into criminality at many different levels: first, the 
definition of what a crime is; second, the probability of breaking the 
law; third, the probability of being arrested for a crime; fourth, the 
probability of being convicted for violating the law; fifth, the harsh¬ 
ness and length of a sentence; and sixth, the probability of parole or 
pardon. At each of these six points the criminal justice system is 
organized against the working class and the poor,and in favor of the 
wealthy and middle classes. Further, class greatly affects the prob¬ 
ability of victimization by crime. 


The very definition of what legally and socially is a “crime’* is 
very much a product of class forces. Whether or not an act is defined 
by the state as illegal varies tremendously among types of societies 
depending on how harmful or useful that act is judged to be to the 
dominant system of social relations. For example, in many societies 
charging interest on a loan is considered to be criminal. Such was 
the case in both feudal Europe and in traditional Islamic societies. 
Such interest was regarded as theft, just as surely as breaking into 
someone’s home and taking an equivalent amount of money. However, 
in highly commercial and capitalist societies interest is necessary to 
make the economy work, therefore, here, charging interest is legal. 

The concept of "stealing" or improperly taking something that 
belongs to someone else is a very elastic concept. Its elasticity is 
demonstrated both by the variability of the legal definitions of steal¬ 
ing in different societies, and by the variability of what is regarded 
as proper (and property) by different classes in the same society. In 
socialist societies such as the USSR and China it is regarded as 
stealing, and it is punishable by law, to hire (sometimes more than a 
very limited number of) people and pay them less than the worth of 
what they produce, i.e., it is illegal to make a profit from the labor 
power of others. It is also often illegal to charge rent for the use of 
housing. Such activities are not only legal in capitalist societies, but 
are the very essence of economic relations. 

Although the law in capitalist societies defines the foreclosure of 
a person’s home, farm, or family business as legal (and necessary for 
the operation of the credit system) people who may own a farm or 
home that had been in their family for generations may well regard 
the property as theirs in spite of legal definitions that dictate that 
when you can not make mortgage payments the bank then owns 
your property. However, in capitalist societies the police enforce the 
legal opinions of the banks against the sentiments of the small 
farmers and homeowners. 

There are actions that are both illegal and generally socially 
defined as criminal, such as murder, robbery, rape, and so on; other 
actions that are illegal, but generally not socially defined as criminal 
such as much white-collar crime, e.g., price fixing, tax evasion, 
corporation’s producing dangerous products (e.g., drugs, automobiles) 
that violate federal regulations; and actions that are not illegal but, 
among at least wide segments of people, are regarded as criminal, 
such as massive foreclosure of small farms in times of depression. In 
general, actions of poor people in taking what had been in the 
possession of others are much more likely to be both legally and 
socially defined as criminal, than parallel actions of wealthy people. 
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Moreover, the law is biased in a business-oriented society to the 
interests of the wealthy. The law generally favors landlords over 
tenants (in eviction proceedings, procedures for repair of a house, and 
so on); owners over workers (workers have little legal right to their 
job, little legal say in the production process, and so on); landowners 
over the landless (landowners, unlike the landless, have access to 
criminal trespass legislation). The effect of many laws is to enfringe 
on the prerogatives only of the poorer classes. As was once said 
about France, the law treats all classes equally, it prohibits both the 
rich and the poor from sleeping under bridges, Much the same thing 
can be said about stealing food or other necessities of life, or the 
money to procure them. 

Working class and poorer people are more likely than are upper 
class and middle class people to commit acts that are defined by the 
state as criminal. The difference is especially pronounced in the class 
difference in crimes against persons. A study found that nine out of 
every ten murders in Philadelphia involved lower class people. A 
study of assault in St. Louis found that about 80 percent of both the 
offenders and the victims were working class (Clinard and Meier 
1979, p. 199). Homicides are rare in the middle and upper classes. A 
study of five police districts in Chicago in 1965 found that the crime 
rate against persons was 5.5 times higher in a representative low/ 
middle income white district than in a representative high income 
white district. But crimes against property were only 1.7 times more 
likely in the low/middle income district. The same study found that 
the rate of crimes against persons was over 30 times higher in very 
low income black districts than in high income white districts, while 
crimes against property were only 2.5 times more prevalent (Lane 
1968, p. 217). 

The poorer classes are more likely to commit both crimes against 
property and crimes of violence because: first, property crimes are in 
good part attempts to obtain the standard of living of middle class 
America that impacts the poorer classes from every television show 
and billboard (and thus becomes regarded as desirable and proper); 
second, crimes of violence are in good part a product of the stress, 
hostility, and bitterness generated by menial labor, poverty, and the 
humiliations of lower class life; and third, both types of crimes are 
encouraged by the “deviant subculture’ 1 or counterculture common 
among many lower class people, a culture of defiance and disrespect 
for property, law and order, and the better-off classes, a culture 
within which it is regarded as more or less all right to commit many 
acts regarded by the dominant institutions as criminal. 

A U.S. Presidential Crime Commission's special study of approx¬ 
imately 10,000 households in the United States in the early 1970s 


found that “91 percent of all Americans have violated taws that could 
have subjected them to a term of imprisonment at one or another 
time in their lives.” Sixty-four percent of all males in this sample as 
well as 27 percent of the females admitted to committing at least one 
felony for which they had never been arrested (Reiman 1979, pp. 
100-1). It is clear that although legally defined crimes (especially 
crimes of violence) are more prevalent in the working class and 
underclass, crime is widespread in all classes. 

Yet police are far more likely to arrest working and underclass 
people for crimes than they are middle or upper class people. On the 
one hand, the police image of the “criminal type” is a lower class 
person; such people are, thus, more likely to get picked up and 
charged for an offense whether or not they committed it. On the 
other hand, police are reluctant to arrest respectable middle class 
people unless they have strong evidence against them. A 1977 study 
found that 14 percent of manual workers and 7 percent of profes¬ 
sional and business people reported that they had ever been picked 
up or charged by the police for anything other than a traffic violation. 
While 8 percent of those earnings over 515,000 reported that this was 
the case for themselves, this was true for 16 percent of those earning 
less than $5,000 (U.S. Department of Justice 1980, p. 491), One study 
reported that working class people (unemployed, semiskilled, un¬ 
skilled, and laborers) were arrested in 1965 26 times more often for 
the major (FBI index) crimes as were white-collar workers and 
professionals (Duberman 1976, p. 175). 

A study showed that 29 percent of middle and upper class people 
admitted to committing a major theft as a youth, while 40 percent of 
lower class people admitted doing so. Although there is relatively 
little difference in the actual rates of juvenile delinquency, lower 
class children are far more likely than middle class children to get 
into trouble with the police because the police do not like the behavior 
and attitude of lower class children and because of the relative 
powerlessness of their parents (Mandell 1975, p. 176; Roach, Gross, 
and Gursslin 1969, p. 485). A study of arrests of youthful criminals 
showed that the arrest rate in upper middle class and middle class 
neighborhoods was one-third that of poorer working class neighbor¬ 
hoods (Roach, Gross and Gursslin 1969, p. 477). 

It should be emphasized that the working class and the under¬ 
class are the principal victims of violent crime. In 1977 the estimated 
rate per 100,000 persons of rape and attempted rape was 59 per 
100,000 for white women with family incomes of over 515,000 a year 
while it was 185 per 100,000 for white women with family incomes 
below 53,000, 159 per 100,000 for those between 53,000 and 57,500, 
and 105 per 100,000 for those between $7,500 and 510,000. The 
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incidence of robbery in 1977 was 373 per 100,000 for whites with a 
family income of over $25,000, while it was 1,106 per 100,000 for 
whites with a family income of less than $3,000 and 657 per 100,000 
for those whites with a family income of between $3,000 and $7,500, 
The rate of victimization for robbery at all income levels for blacks 
was approximately twice that for whites at the same level. The 
incidence of assault for whites earning over $25,000 in 1977 was 
2,409 per 100,000, This contrasts with a rate of 4,225 per 100,000 and 
3,115 per 100,000 for those with family incomes of less than $3,000 
and between $3,000 and $7,500 respectively (U.S. Department of 
Justice 1980, p, 359). 

The incidence of all crimes of violence against all persons 16 and 
over in 1977 was 28.4 per 1,000 for professional people, while it was 

54.6 per 1,000 for laborers, 59.0 per 100,000 for service workers, and 

44.6 per 100,000 for operatives (excluding transport). The incidence of 
rape was 0.5 per 1,000 for professionals and 2.0 per 1,000 for service 
workers and 1.3 per 1,000 for clerical workers. For robbery it was 5.2 
per 1,000 for professionals, 8.8 for laborers, 9.8 for service workers, 
and 7.8 for operatives (excluding transport). For assault, 22.7 for 
professionals, 47.1 for service workers, 45.1 for laborers, and 36.2 for 
operatives (U.S. Department of Justice 1979, p. 30). 

The greater incidence of crime in poor and working class neighbor¬ 
hoods is reflected in a greater fear of victimization among these 
people. In 1977, 38 percent of persons with incomes over $15,000 
stated that there were areas within a mile of their residence where 
they would be afraid to walk alone at night. This compares to 56 
percent of those earning less than $5,000. While 23 percent of those 
earning less than $7,000 a year reported that they did not feel “safe 
and secure" in their homes at night, this was true of only 9 percent 
of those earning over $20,000 (U.S. Department of Justice 1980, pp. 
227,259). 

The fact that it is working class and lower class people that are 
disproportionately both the victims and the perpetuators of violent 
crime tends to produce contradictory effects on attitudes toward 
harsher law enforcement against criminals. In 1977 there was no 
significant difference among the social classes on the question of 
■whether or not the courts should be harsher on criminals—87 percent 
of both the manual working class and the new middle class as well 
as 89 percent of the independent middle class and 91 percent of 
white-collar workers maintained that the courts were not harsh 
enough (calculated from the NORC 1977 General Social Survey). 

There is a tendency for the working class and the poorer people 
to least support capital punishment and for professionals and higher 
income people to most support it. In 1978, 68 percent of professional 


and business people in comparison with 63 percent of manual laborers 
stated they favored capital punishment for convicted murderers, 
while 72 percent of those earning over $15,000 a year as compared to 
43 percent of those earning under $3,000 and 59 percent of those 
earning between $3,000 and $7,000 favored it (U.S. Department of 
Justice 1980, p. 293). Attitudes about the police also tend to be 
slightly class correlated. A study of attitudes in the United States in 
1970 found that 58 percent of those with incomes under $5,000 as 
compared to 68 percent of those with incomes of $10,000 and over 
had a favorable evaluation of the local police (Beeghley 1978, p. 170). 

Once arrested the chances of conviction are greater for poorer 
and working class people than for middle class people because judges 
and juries are less likely to believe the testimony of poorer people 
(who are typically presumed guilty) and more likely to believe that of 
middle class and upper middle class people like themselves, whom 
they have come to understand, trust, and respect from their day to 
day friendly relations with such people, and because middle class and 
upper class people, unlike poorer people who must often rely on 
overworked and unenthusiastic public defenders (or court-appointed 
attorneys), can secure the best legal defense. Very often the only 
advice poorer people who can not afford their own lawyer are given 
by a court-appointed attorney or public defender is to cop a plea (i.e., 
plead guilty to a lesser offense in a deal with the prosecution), thus 
guaranteeing a punishment for a crime less than that anticipated if 
convicted of the original offense. It has been shown that the chances 
of a jury returning a guilty plea are dependent on such factors as 
personal appearance, race, prior record, work and school history, and 
whether or not the defendant has a private lawyer (Mandell 1975, p. 
176). All these factors work against the lower class defendant. Juries 
are generally biased in the over inclusion of middle class people and 
typically shunned by poorer people. Further, jurors with higher level 
occupations than the average jurors are typically selected as foremen, 
participate more in discussions, and have more influence in the final 
decisions (Rossidies 1976, p. 105). 

Working and underclass defendants are more likely than middle 
class defendants to be unable to pay for a lawyer and as a result be 
assigned a counsel. In 1974 in the United States 83 percent of robbery 
defendants were assigned counsel as well as 63 percent of burglary 
defendants (both are disproportionately lower class crimes). This 
contrasts with 48 percent of defendants in tax fraud cases (a distinc¬ 
tively middle class crime) (Howard and Logue 1978, p. 45). One study 
showed that assigned counsels got dismissals for their clients in only 
6 percent of cases, compared to 29 percent for retained counsels. The 
rate of acquitals/dismissals for privately retained lawyers was double 
that for those appointed by the courts (Reiman 1979, pp. 133, 114). 
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Once found guilty for the same crimes, poorer people are on the 
average given longer sentences than middle class people, are less 
likely to receive suspended sentences or probation than are middle 
class people, and are more likely to be sentenced to capital punish¬ 
ment (Rossidies 1976, p. 405). Those convicted of typically working 
class and underclass crimes are much more likely to get sentenced to 
prison than to a fine and/or probation. In 1971, 91.9 percent of 
convicted robbers received prison terms (only 8.1 percent probation) 
as compared to 21.9 percent of convicted embezzlers and 35.1 percent 
of those convicted of tax fraud (Howard and Logue 1978, p. 45). 

The crimes typically committed by the poor are assigned longer 
sentences than those typically committed by the middle and upper 
class. In 1978 the average sentence (for whites) for federal prisoners 
for robbery was 176.5 months, burglary 88.9 months, securities viola¬ 
tions 74.3 months, fraud 50.4 months, and counterfeiting 68.0 months 
(U.S. Department of Commerce 1980, p. 198). The greater harshness 
shown to the lower classes is also reflected in the fact that in 1978 
the average sentence for a federal crime was 99.0 months for white 
convicts and 122.1 months for nonwhites. This is mostly a result of 
blacks much more often than whites being convicted of crimes of the 
poor that carry greater penal ties—rat her than a result of stiffer 
sentences for equivalent crimes. As a further illustration of the syste¬ 
matic bias against the lower classes in the criminal justice system it 
is of interest to point out that 55 percent of all executions in the 
twentieth century in the United States have been of black people, a 
people overwhelmingly concentrated in the lower level working and 
underclass of American society. In 1978, 41 percent of prisoners 
under a sentence of death in the United States were black. Only 7 
percent had ever been to college. Sixty-seven percent had never 
finished high school (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980, p. 198), 

In 1974 in the United States the state prison population was 
made up of 9 percent of persons of professional and managerial 
background (compared to 27 percent of the nonprisoner population). 
Eighty-three percent of the prison population reported that they most 
recently had worked as manual workers (this compared to 48 percent 
of the nonprison population). In the same year 9 percent of all state 
prison inmates had completed at least one year of college (compared 
to 22 percent of the general public) while 61 percent had not finished 
high school (compared to 45 percent of the general public). Only 10 
percent of local jail inmates in 1972 had incomes exceeding the U.S. 
median income in the year before their arrest. Of all state prisoners 
less than 30 percent had been defended by a private lawyer. A study 
for the U.S. government has shown that a 1.4 percent increase in the 


U.S. unemployment rate results in a 5.6 percent increase in the 
prison population (see Table 9.6; Reiman 1979, p. 127; Howard and 
Logue 1980,1978, p. 44). 

The lighter treatment for ivhite-collar crime and for middle class 
criminals is not due to the lesser cost of their crimes. It has been 
estimated that the total cost of all state-defined robberies in the 
United States in 1965 was $27 million and of burglaries $251 million. 
On the other hand, the total cost of embezzlement was $200 million 
and tax fraud $100 million (Wright 1973, p. 29). The U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce estimated that the total cost of all white-collar crimes 
(including corporate crimes) in 1974 was over $40 billion—over ten 
times the total amount involved in all types of thefts included in the 
FBI index of major crimes (Reiman 1979, p. 106). Of this about half 
was estimated to be a result of consumer fraud, illegal competition, 
and deceptive business practices. These together resulted in a loss of 
$5.5 billion to consumers, $3.5 to other businesses, and $12.0 billion 
to the government in revenue (Reiman 1979, p. 107). 

The criminal justice system treats the corporate rich very differ¬ 
ently from the poor. White-collar crime, especially those crimes com¬ 
mitted in pursuit of profits (price fixing, rigging bids, violations of 
federal drug regulations, and so on) are commonplace and persistent 
in corporate circles. 

A study of the 70 largest U.S. corporations over a 40-year period 
found that every one of them had been convicted at least once for a 
crime during that period, and that the average number of convictions 
was 14 per corporation. There were a total of 307 adverse decisions 
on charges of restraint of trade, 222 convictions on charges of in¬ 
fringements of copyrights, trademarks, and patents, and 158 convic¬ 
tions for violating the National Labor Relations Act. About 90 percent 
of the 70 largest U.S. corporations are habitual criminals, having 
been convicted at least three times (Reiman 1979, p. 108). 

Among the crimes that corporations commit (some of which they 
are occasionally prosecuted for and convicted of, and others that are 
not technically considered to be crimes or at least are not generally 
treated as such) include dumping of carcinogenic and other harmful 
chemicals, the production and sale of unsafe cars, the burning of 
buildings to collect fire insurance, deceptive advertising, deceptive 
testing of new products, maintenance of hazardous working condi¬ 
tions, nursing home frauds, securities frauds, price fixing, antitrust 
violations, tax frauds, land frauds, bribes, and illegal (and sometimes 
violent) attempts to prevent unionization. The major automobile 
companies have marketed cars, e.g., the Ford Pinto and General 
Motors Corvair, that were known to have deadly defects (the Pinto, 
an exploding gas tank, and the Corvair, defective brakes and a 
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tendency to roll over) in order to rush these compacts into the 
market. It has been estimated that gas tank defects in the Ford Pinto 
caused the death of at least 500 passengers (Clinard and Yeager 1980, 
p. 160). 

Executives who commit crimes in the pursuit of corporate profit 
are not generally regarded as criminals in business circles. When 
arrested and convicted of such crimes top executives are typically let 
off with a slap on the wrist. In a famous case of price fixing in the 
electrical equipment industry, involving sales of equipment worth 
over $1.7 billion, seven top executives received 30 days in jail each. In 
another case against the William S. Merrill Company, tried for selling 
a drug with many dangerous side affects (a drug cleared by the Food 
and Drug Administration on the basis of fabricated information), 
three executives got six month’s probation and the corporation receiv¬ 
ed a token fine. Civil suits brought by injured patients were given 
token settlements on the basis that the company would suffer “extra¬ 
ordinary financial strain” if the substantial compensation asked for 
by injured patients were awarded (Mandeil 1975, pp. 178-79). 

A study of 582 large corporations in the 1975-76 period found 
that 60 percent had at least one criminal prosecution brought against 
them during this period, and that almost half engaged in repeated 
violations. Of those corporations convicted of crimes, the most fre¬ 
quent penalty was a warning, with the second most common a token 
fine (80 percent of all fines were for $5,000 or less, less than 1 
percent for one million or more). Of the 56 corporate executives of 
the 582 large corporations convicted in the federal courts for corporate 
crimes in the 1975-76 period 63 percent received probation and 21 
percent suspended sentences (only 29 percent were incarcerated). Of 
those who served time for their offense the average sentence was 37 
days (Clinard and Yeager 1980, chaps. 5, 8). Clearly, the justice 
system is far more sympathetic, and thus lenient, toward even legally 
defined criminals of similar backgrounds to judges and juries, and far 
harsher to the lower class, whose culture and behavior is alien to 
them (and whom the law is largely designed to control). 


GENERAL ATTITUDES 

A higher percentage of salaried middle class people label them¬ 
selves liberal as well as conservative, than is the case in any other 
strata. While 34 percent of new middle class people in 1977 called 
themselves liberals, only 24 percent of the traditional petty bour¬ 
geoisie and 25 percent of capitalists did so. (See Table 9.16.) This 
contrasts with 30 percent of both manual and white-collar workers. 


While 42 percent of new middle class people called themselves conser¬ 
vatives (as did 40 percent of capitalists, and 37 percent of the tradi¬ 
tional petty bourgeoisie) only 27 percent of manual workers and 30 
percent of white-collar workers did so. Manual workers had the 
greatest propensity of all groups to refuse to categorize themselves as 
either liberals or conservatives; 43 percent either defined themselves 
as moderates or refused to classify themselves at all, compared to 
only 24 percent of the new middle class. It seems that the new 
middle class is both the most politicized and the most polarized of all. 

The new middle class is the most supportive of environmental 
conservation; 60 percent of this group, in contrast to only 30 percent 
of capitalists and 41 percent of the traditional petty bourgeoisie, felt 
that the government ought to spend more on improving the environ¬ 
ment (50 percent of the manual working class supported more govern¬ 
ment spending in this area). The new petty bourgeoisie is the most 
likely to feel that premarital sex is all right. In 1977, 52 percent of 
this stratum held this opinion in contrast to 30 percent of the 
capitalists, 34 percent of the traditional petty bourgeoisie, and 40 
percent of the manual working class. This stratum is also the most 
supportive of women working outside of the home; 80 percent of the 
new petty bourgeoisie, in contrast to 62 percent of the traditional 
petty bourgeoisie and 53 percent of the manual working class, did not 
agree that a woman’s place is in the home. The new petty bourgeoisie 
was more likely than any other group to feel that communism is a 
good form of government at least for some—34 percent, compared 
with 15 percent for the traditional petty bourgeoisie and 19 percent 
for the manual working class. The new petty bourgeoisie also holds 
very liberal attitudes on the black movement and civil liberties for 
Communists. On the other hand, the new petty bourgeoisie has the 
most confidence in business of any stratum—43 percent, as compared 
with 23 percent of white-collar workers and 26 percent of manual 
workers. They were also the most antiwelfare of any group other 
than capitalists—73 percent favored a reduction in state spending in 
this area, in contrast to 62 percent of the manual working class (who 
were the least antiwelfare) and 63 percent of the traditional petty 
bourgeoisie. The new petty bourgeoisie also ranked below the national 
average on support for increased state moneys for national health. 
While 57 percent of the new petty bourgeoisie supported more money 
for national health in 1977, 61 percent of the manual working class 
did (the largest percentage of any class). The traditional petty bour¬ 
geoisie was the most conservative on this issue (49 percent supported 
more money). 

Data from the Gallup poll for the United States in 1979 show 
that it is middle class people who are most supportive of nuclear 
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power. In that year 37 percent of the college-educated as compared to 
23 percent of those with only a grade school education felt that it 
was extremely important to have more nuclear power plants built. 
Thirty-three percent of those with a college degree as compared to 16 
percent of those with a grade school education felt that nuclear 
power stations were safe (Gallup 1980, pp. 112-14), Attitudes about 
legal abortion vary considerably by class. In 1979, 32 percent of those 
with college degrees and 31 percent of people in the professions or 
business thought that abortions should be legal “under all circum¬ 
stances," in contrast to only 10 percent of those with only a grade 
school education and 18 percent of manual workers. Only 10 percent 
of those with college degrees and 12 percent of professionals and 
managers, compared to 39 percent of those with a grade school 
education and 17 percent of manual workers, thought that abortions 
should be illegal under all circumstances. It should be noted that 
there was no significant difference between men and women in atti¬ 
tudes toward illegal abortion. Eighteen percent of men and 19 percent 
of women thought that abortion should be illegal under all circum¬ 
stances (Gallup 1980, pp. 132-34). 

Not surprisingly, attitudes about trade unions are significantly 
class related. In 1979, 55 percent of people earning over $20,000 (with 
an opinion) approved of labor unions, compared to 80 percent of 
people earning between $7,000 and $10,000 and 74 percent of those 
earning less than $3,000 (Gallup 1980, pp. 180-81). 

The picture that emerges is that the salaried petty bourgeoisie is 
the most liberal on nonclass questions, e.g„ the environment, civil 
liberties, civil rights for minorities, tolerance of different political 
systems, and sexuality. However, on class or economic questions, it 
is more conservative than average, with the manual working class 
being the most progressive. The manual working class is among the 
most supportive of increased spending for national health and the 
least opposed to more spending on welfare as well as low on confi¬ 
dence in business and high on support for unions. It should be noted 
that in 1977, it was only in the working class that there were more 
self-defined liberals than conservatives. The greatest conservatism of 
the manual working class is manifested on questions of the role of 
women, abortion, civil liberties, attitudes on communism, and lack of 
support for the black movement. On most questions the traditional 
independent petty bourgeoisie was the most or next to most conserva¬ 
tive on both economic and noneconomic questions, e.g., state spending 
on health, the environment, civil liberties for Communists, intoler¬ 
ance of other forms of government, hostility to the black movement, 
women in the home, premarital sex, arms spending, and making the 
courts tougher on criminals. It is clear that on noneconomic ques¬ 


tions, but not on economic questions, there is a considerable difference 
between the two segments of the petty bourgeoisie. It should be 
noted that capitalists, not surprisingly, have the highest ratio of 
conservatives to liberals of any class or stratum, and that they are 
the most opposed to both state spending on the environment and 
spending on welfare. It is of interest to note that they rank very high 
on both civil liberties tolerance questions, and questions about civil 
rights for blacks. They also were the least supportive in 1977 of 
increased military spending, On the other hand, they are the most 
traditional about premarital sex. 

There has been a long-standing discussion in social science about 
whether the working class or the middle class has the strongest 
"authoritarian’' propensities, i.e., is most receptive to “extremist,” 
“heavy-handed” and “inappropriate” measures, intolerant of minority 
groups and minority viewpoints, and supportive of militarist and 
forceful measures to solve problems. Before World War II most dis¬ 
cussions of authoritarianism and class argued that the life exper¬ 
iences of middle class people generated hostility, which in turn 
produced aggression, which was then channeled into authoritarian 
politics such as anti-Semitism and fascism as well as manifested in 
highly authoritarian middle class child-rearing policies that produced 
authoritarian (or emotionally blocked, and hence, potentially aggres¬ 
sive) personalities in their children. There were numerous studies of 
the Nazi and Fascist movement that attempted to account for both 
their middle class base and their extreme authoritarian form within 
such a discourse. This approach generally saw the life of the shop¬ 
keeper, small farmer, or professional, especially in times of depression 
and unemployment, as one of extreme tension produced by being on 
the losing side of the intensified competitive struggle. A struggle to 
survive, which for the independent petty bourgeoisie meant long 
hours for the entire family, a cutback in consumption, and ever 
present anxiety about competition, foreclosure, and securing cus¬ 
tomers; and for professionals, increasing job insecurity, unemploy¬ 
ment, and lower salaries. Unlike the working class, the middle class 
response to such crisis was intensified individualism (“Every family 
for itself”), since the survival of one shopkeeper in the competitive 
struggle meant the bankruptcy of another. Likewise, the promotion 
or survival of one salaried professional or manager often meant the 
demotion or firing of another. In a world of scarcity the condition for 
a few to survive was the defeat of others. Such intense competition 
was thought to promote considerable anxiety, tension, hostility, and 
aggression—a condition that predisposed such people to look for 
“extremist” and “unrealistic” solutions to their problems and to be 
intolerant of those imagined to be their persecutors. Such families. 
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families in which the parents (especially the father) ruled with in 
iron hand, and in which emotional warmth was at a premium (be- 
cause of the frustration of the parents) produced children who had a 
strong predisposition to subordinate themselves to strong authori¬ 
tarian father figures as leaders, while at the same time enjoying 
dominating the relatively powerless as a way to release their own 

frustrations (e.g., the Nazi S. S. mentality). >t 

However, in the early 1950s, as the “enemy of America shifted 
from fascism (with its middle class base) to Marxism (with its work¬ 
ing class base,) studies of authoritarianism began appearing that 
argued it was the wofktng class, not the middle class, whose life 
experience predisposed it to authoritarianism. In these arguments it 
was maintained that the frustrations of unemployment, poverty, and 
menial uncreative labor together with limited educational opportun¬ 
ities and isolated occupational communities produced intolerance, a 
propensity to look for “simplistic” and “unrealistic” solutions, and 
an attraction to undemocratic and violence-prone organizations and 
political solutions. It was further maintained that the frustrations 
and insecurities of working class life led working class parents to 
disproportionately use physical punishment and express less emo¬ 
tional support for their children, and hence produce children with 
authoritarian tendencies (Upset 1960, chap. 4). 

The leading empirical support for the "working class authoritar¬ 
ianism” thesis came from sample survey studies of attitudes toward 
civil liberties, especially for Communists (somewhat ironically) in the 
United States in the early 1950s. The central study in this literature 
found that only 27 percent of manual workers, as compared to 41 
percent of proprietors and managers, were willing to allow an “admit¬ 
ted Communist” to speak in their community, while only 36 percent 
of manual workers as compared to 58 percent of proprietors and 
managers felt that an “admitted Communist” should not be put in 
jail. Although the class differences were sharpest on the Communist 
questions, they were also noticeable on questions dealing with athe¬ 
ists and socialists. Only 36 percent of manual workers, compared to 
48 percent of proprietors and managers, would allow an atheist to 
speak, and 64 percent of manual workers as compared to 78 percent 
of proprietors and managers would allow a socialist to speak (Hamil¬ 
ton 1972, pp. 436-37). 

Richard Hamilton did a sophisticated reanalysis of this original 
study, looking separately at each region (south, nonsouth) and at 
farm and urban backgrounds. When this was done, he found that 
most of the differences between working class and middle class 
people disappeared, i.e., among working class and middle class people 
of similar class background in the same region, there was relatively 
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little difference in intolerance. For example, outside of the South 77 
percent of working class married persons in 1956 from non farm 
backgrounds were “tolerant” in comparison with 81 percent of middle 
class people not of farm background (Hamilton 1972, p. 441). 

Hamilton found that it is farmers, not manual workers, who are 
the most intolerant (especially white Southern farmers). As farmers 
and white Southerners have migrated to the cities they have brought 
their intolerant attitudes with them into the working class. It is not 
working class life or personality traits that generate intolerance but 
rather something about rural life and the social history of the South. 
Hamilton also suggests that the remaining degree of intolerance is in 
good part accounted for by a tendency for the downwardly mobile to 
be less tolerant and the upwardly mobile more tolerant. There is, 
therefore, a transfer of people between the two classes that acts to 
concentrate people with more tolerant propensities in the middle 
class, while concentrating people with less tolerant propensities in 
the working class. An operating mechanism here could well be at¬ 
titude about college education. It has been shown that the more 
tolerant one’s attitudes, the more likely one is to want a college 
education for one’s children and thus the more likely one’s children 
are to make it into the middle class (Hamilton 1972, p. 44). 

However, there is probably still a small but significant tendency 
for people of working class backgrounds to be more intolerant of 
Communist viewpoints than middle class people. This fact is probably 
mostly due to the way communism has been portrayed to working 
people by the schools and mass media. Working class life is character¬ 
ized by many fears and insecurities. It is entirely realistic for working 
people to be on guard against the preceived threats to their life, 
reflecting stresses that impinge on them more directly and more 
often than has been common in middle class life in the postdepression 
period. When the government and the media began a massive and 
hysterical campaign against the international and domestic “Com¬ 
munist threat” in the late 1940s, which portrayed Communists as a 
new version of Nazis set on destroying freedom thoughout the world 
and subverting the “American way of life" by every devious and 
manipulative means possible, it was not surprising that working 
people responded with concern and alarm feeling a need for decisive 
action to oppose the apparent “Communist threat. 1 ’ 

In general, it is true that the more oppressed people are, and the 
less they are “cross-pressured” by conflicting interests and forces, 
the more likely they are to support clear and decisive solutions to 
their problems, i.e., blacks are more likely than whites to believe that 
all discrimination against blacks should end immediately, while 
whites are more likely to think that discrimination ought to be 
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eliminated one step at a time through a series of compromises uti¬ 
lizing “balanced solutions" that take into account the “complexities" 
of the situation. Similarly, working class people in most countries are 
more likely than middle class people to feel that capitalist institutions 
ought to be totally restructured, since they have the most unam¬ 
biguous stake in such restructuring (Szymanski 1978, p. 29), When 
communism was presented to the U.S. working class as repressive 
rule by a power-hungry elite worse than what they were already 
experiencing they reacted in a way that had nothing to do with any 
characterologicat propensity to authoritarianism. 

In fact, although working class people in the 1950s were slightly 
more intolerant of civil liberties, in Wisconsin, Joseph McCarthy's 
home state, the McCarthy vote was concentrated in middle class and 
traditionally Republican areas, while most working class people voted 
for the Democrats, the party they perceived as the defender of their 
economic interests. This is hardly the pattern we would expect if 
working class authoritarianism were mobilized behind irrational ex¬ 
tremist solutions (Hamilton 1972, p, 450). 

It can well be argued that the real “authoritarians" were those in 
the upper class who were responsible for the anti-Communist hysteria 
of the 1950s as well as the demagogues like McCarthy who latched 
onto the “anti-Red” issue for their own careerist ends (McCarthy 
very much wanted to be president and saw the anti-Communist issue 
as one he could ride to the White House). 

It is of interest to note that in 1977 the manual working class 
was considerably more willing to let a Communist speak in their 
community than they had been in the 1950s. In 1977, 48 percent of 
manual workers and 70 percent of white-collar workers as compared 
to 80 percent of those in the new petty bourgeoisie and 52 percent of 
the independent middle class w r ere willing to let a Communist speak. 
Two things should be pointed out: first, there was no significant 
difference between the manual working class and the independent 
petty bourgeoisie on civil liberties; and second, the growth in tol¬ 
erance was more pronounced in the working class than in either 
segment of the middle class. This gives support to Hamilton's 
argument that it has been the carrying out of traditional rural 
conservativism into the working class that was responsible for its 
traditionally greater level of intolerance of political dissent (the rural- 
urban migration within the United States has slowed considerably in 
the last generation). The fact that the traditional petty bourgeoisie 
has a high level of intolerance, especially in comparison to white- 
collar workers and the new middle class, lends support to many 
analyses of this group’s having been the traditional basis of anti- 
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Communist, nativist, and semi-Fascist movements (e.g., Trow 1958). 
It should also be noted that the especially high level of tolerance 
toward Communist speakers {as well as towards Communist regimes 
in other countries) in the capitalist class in 1977 indicated both a 
high level of confidence in the stability of U.S. capitalism (and thus 
the lack of feeling that their interests are threatened by leftists) and 
the lack of credibility in this class of the media-propagated myth of 
the Communist "danger,” a myth that has considerably greater 
credibility in the manual working class, which in good part identifies 
their feelings of self-worth and dignity with “America" (a result of 
immigrant socialization). 

Two additional types of attitudes that have often been cited as 
indicators of a generalized “authoritarian dimension" are attitudes 
about racial minorities in the United States, specifically blacks, and 
attitudes about the use of force (one aspect of which is support of 
militaristic foreign policies and another, support for capital punish¬ 
ment). 

Evidence on white attitudes toward blacks indicates relatively 
little difference between middle class and manual working class 
people on attitudes toward black rights, integrated schools, feelings 
that blacks are as intelligent as whites, government laws guarantee¬ 
ing equal access to jobs for blacks, and willingness to go to a black 
doctor (although on most of these questions there is a slight tendency 
for working class people to be more racist). 

Hamilton found in 1968 (at the peak of the “white backlash”) 
that 80 percent of manual workers (outside of the South) as compared 
to 89 percent of nonmanual workers supported integrated schools; 81 
percent of manual workers as compared to 89 percent of nonmanual 
workers felt that blacks were “just as intelligent" as whites; 83 
percent of manual workers as compared to 88 percent of nonmanual 
workers would “not mind” if a black of similar income and education 
moved into their block; 89 percent of manual workers as compared to 
88 percent of nonmanual workers supported fair employment laws 
that required white employees to hire “qualified" blacks; and that 76 
percent of manual workers as compared to 81 percent of nonmanual 
workers said they would go to a black doctor if they were referred to 
one (Hamilton 1975, pp. 153-54). 

On questions that relate to close personal contact or the black 
movement, however, there is a more significant tendency for manual 
workers to be more negative than middle class people. In 1968, while 
13 percent of nonmanual workers outside of the South stated they 
would not object to their teenagers dating a black, only 6 percent of 
manual workers agreed. While 60 percent of nonmanual workers said 
they favored open occupancy laws that make whites rent or sell to 
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■‘qualified” blacks, onlv 49 percent of manual workers favored such 
legislation (Hamilton 1975, pp. 155-56). In 1977, only 18 percent of 
manual workers felt that blacks should “push even where they are 
not wanted,” compared to 42 percent of both the new middle class 
and the capitalist class. The old petty bourgeoisie was slightly more 
supportive than the manual working class (26 percent). While 76 
percent of the new middle class and 74 percent of the capitalist class 
in 1977 stated that they did not think whites had a right to keep 
blacks out of their neighborhoods. 49 percent of manual workers 
thought whites did not have such a right (59 percent of the indepen¬ 
dent petty bourgeoisie shared this opinion). 

White working class support of fair employment laws as well as 
lack of opposition to blacks of similar income and education moving 
into their block indicates an acceptance of black workers as a part of 
the working class entitled to employment on the same basis as 
whites. Negative attitudes on personal relations with blacks indicates 
that black workers are not part of the mainstream social class of 
workers in the United States and that traditional white chauvinism 
persists (even while black workers’ rights are accepted). 

Although on questions relating to close interpersonal relations 
such as interracial dating and intermarriage, working class people 
are significantly more racist than middle class people, given the 
relatively tolerant attitudes of white working class people toward 
blacks on other issues, however, it is questionable whether white 
working class resistance to interracial sexual activities reflects either 
a generalized racist or an especially authoritarian character structure. 
It is also important to note that white working class attitudes are 
becoming increasingly tolerant over time. 

The persistence of white chauvinism in the working class would 
seem to be largely a residue of the history of the blacks' introduction 
into capitalist industry as competitors of the working class of Euro¬ 
pean descent. Blacks, as the Poles, Italians, and Irish before them, 
and as the Ladinos after them, were introduced into the urban 
capitalist economy as low-wage menials who undermined the eco¬ 
nomic position of the established working class, thus causing con¬ 
siderable hostility among native-born whites. 

White working class opposition to the black movement and their 
assertion of “white rights" would seem to reflect resentment at what 
is often felt as "special privileges” granted by the state and corporate 
affirmative action programs to blacks, while the oppressions of white 
workers are ignored. The feeling is prevalent that other ethnic groups 
made it by hard work, so why don’t blacks do the same, instead of 
complaining so much, This feeling is reflected in the fact that in 
1978, 89 percent of whites (and 56 percent of nonwhites) with opin¬ 


ions on the question opposed preferential treatment for women and 
minorities in college admissions and job hiring (Gallup 1980, p. 105). 
This attitude is compatible with both the general white working 
class willingness to accept (“qualified ) blacks as co-workers and 
neighbors, and a feeling that blacks are inherently as able as whites. 
White worker attitudes about the black movement or affirmative 
action programs for minorities can neither be taken to indicate a 
generalized racism (or racist beliefs) nor the prevalence of some 
deeply rooted “authoritarian personality.” The high level of support 
for integration among capitalists indicates the high level of acceptance 
in this class of a single working force in which black and white 
workers compete on equal terms for all working class jobs, thus 
lowering the overall wage rate (and perhaps undermining working 
class solidarity), while increasing the supply of workers, especially in 
the less skilled positions where it is difficult to find sufficient num¬ 
bers of white Anglos. 

On attitudes related to militarism such as support for increased 
military spending, “getting tough on Communism” overseas, and 
support of U.S. overseas military activities such as the wars in Korea 
and Vietnam, middle class people are generally more militaristic or 
“authoritarian" than are working class people. During the Korean 
War (1952) 56 percent of upper middle class people outside of the 
South favored “a stronger stand” as compared to 45 percent of 
manual workers; on the other hand, 4/ percent of manuals support 
a negotiated end to the war as compared to 36 percent of upper 
middle class people (Hamilton 1972, p. 453). In 1968, 26 percent of 
people earning under $5,000 a year favored an immediate pullout of 
U.S. troops from Vietnam, compared to 16 percent of those earning 
over $6,000. Similarly. 38 percent of those earning over $6,000 favored 
a stronger stand, compared to 25 percent among those earning less 
than $6,000 (Hamilton 1975, p. 195). In 1979, 81 percent of people 
with only a grade school education and 75 percent of those with a 
college education approved of the ratification of the SALT II treaty 
with the USSR (among those who had an opinion on the question) 
(Gallup 1980, p. 124). These facts, together with the fact that working 
class and poorer people are the least likely to support capital punish¬ 
ment (U.S, Department of Justice 1980, p. 293), would seem to 
strong evidence against the thesis that working class people ave a 
greater internalized aggression that manifests itself in an authontar- 
ian character structure and a disproportionate propensity to support 

military adventures and harsh treatment of criminals. 

In 1977, 30 percent of manual workers thought that the united 
States ought to be spending more on the military as compared to 24 
percent of the new middle class and 30 percent of the independent 
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petty bourgeoisie. These figures do indicate, at. least in the late 1970s, 
that a significant segment of both the manual working class and the 
traditional petty bourgeoisie accepted the media-promoted notion of 
the importance of a stronger military (in good part because of their 
identification with American patriotism). But the differences on this 
question among the classes and strata are rather small, and the most 
important fact is that 70 percent of workers with opinions felt either 
that too much or enough was already being spent on the military— 
hardly a sign of an authoritarian propensity to violent solutions. The 
results on this question, compared to attitudes on the Korean and 
Vietnamese wars, however, suggest that the slight tendency for 
manual workers to be more promilitary in times of peace is reversed 
once casualties start occurring (casualties that are disproportionately 
suffered by the sons of the manual working class). 

CONCLUSION 

Class is an extremely powerful force. Our position in the class 
structure largely determines (or at least very heavily influences) 
virtually all aspects of our lives (including the most intimate and 
personal). Our health (physical and mental) as well as the probability 
of dying in a given year (and hence our life expectancy) are largely a 
product of class position. Likewise, family life, sexuality, friendship 
patterns, religious beliefs and practices as well as consumption and 
leisure patterns are strongly class related. Both the propensity to be 
defined and prosecuted as criminal and the probability of being vic¬ 
timized by violent and property crimes are heavily associated with 
class. Our political beliefs and ideologies are heavily class determined. 
In sum, class (although it is often mediated by '‘race,” religion, and 
so on) is in the last analysis the most important single factor affect¬ 
ing our lives. 


10 


The Structure of Race and Class 


The logic of the world capitalist system transforms and integrates 
(or destroys) preexisting social groups (tribes, nations, castes, peoples* 
social classes); and further* generates and reproduces new nations* 
castes* social classes, and peoples. Some of the transformed pre¬ 
existing social groups as well as some of those newly created come to 
play special economic roles in the world capitalist class structure 
that come to be legitimized in terms of the discourse of inherently 
inferior or superior (or at least, specially suited for their economic 
role) "races.” Races are an outcome of the logic of capitalist class 
formation, not of biological evolution,* 


*Social groups that get falsely defined as races are in fact either essentially, social 
classes, castes, peoples, or nations, By nation is meant an historical evolved stable 
community of common language (or other means of intercommunication); common 
territory; common economic life, i.e,, an all-around differentiated class structure; and 
common psychological makeup, common traditions, and culture. By people is meant an 
historically evolved stable community of common language (or other means of inter¬ 
communication}, and common psychological makeup, traditions, and culture, which 
does not share a common territory nor possess an all-around class structure. Classes 
and castes are defined in Chapter 3. In this book the terms “subordinate group/’ 
“ethnic group/’ “racial group/’ “minority group/’ “racially oppressed people,” and so 
on are used interchangeably to describe groups that are commonly defined as “inferior 
races/’ 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF RACES AND RACIALIST IDEOLOGY 

Just about every imaginable criterion has been used in character¬ 
izing racial groups * Further, the hegemonic conceptions of race have 
changed very rapidly over time (i.e., people in different races at one 
period find themselves in the same race a few years later, and vice 
versa). Linnaeus, the Swedish naturalist, in the mid-eighteenth cen¬ 
tury attempted to classify humankind into four "races” on the basis 
of skin color (European, Asiatic. African, and American). Blumenback 
around the turn of the eighteenth century used a five-part classifica¬ 
tion (Caucasian, Mongolian, Malay, Ethiopian. American) on the basis 
of color, hair, skull, and face (shape of nose, eye color, shape of 
eyelid). In the mid- and late nineteenth centuries the most important 
criteria of race became hair, color, form of nose, and shape of skull. 
Various theorists have differentiated between 2 and 35 separate races 
using these criteria. Thomas Henry Huxley found 11 races (later 5 
major and 14 secondary). Deniker in 1900 found 17 races. Sergi in 
1911 found 2 (long head and round head—Euroafricans and Eur- 
asiatics}. In 1885 Topinard announced that there were 19 races. 
Haeckel in 1879 claimed there were 34 (Snyder 1939, pp. 8-9). 

Although characterization of "races” in the nineteenth century 
and since has often been primarily by physical characteristics, lin¬ 
guistic as well as cultural, religious, historical, and geographical 
variables are also commonly employed to explicitly and implicitly 
classify “races” (see Snyder 1939, chap. 1). The tremendous varia¬ 
bility of the different attempts to classify the single human race into 
allegedly separate races, and the total inability to approach a con¬ 
sensus around anything other than the superiority of one’s own 
ethnic grouping, reflect the fact that there is, in fact, little if any 
correlation of the various types of physical characteristics offered as 
criteria of race (skin color, skull shape, nose size, hair type, stature, 
and so on) among the different peoples on the earth as well as the 
fact that there is never a consistent overlap of race as defined 
physically (by whatever criteria) and actual linguistic, cultural, 
political, intellectual, and economic characteristics (see Gossett 1963, 
chap. 4). Racialist theories scientifically have been a complete bust— 
obvious rationalizations for the dominance of whatever nation or 
class that subscribed to them at a given time, not ideas to be eval¬ 
uated on scientific merit. 

Racialism as a theory to legitimate the subordination of classes 
and people, although it has very ancient historical antecedents, did 


•This section relies heavily on Gossett 3963. Snyder 1939, and Montagu 1953. 


not become the predominant or hegemonic mode of legitimation of 
exploitation or imperialism until the middle of the nineteenth century. 
In ancient Greece, for example, there was little racialist justification 
of the slavery on which Greek society was based. The Greeks re¬ 
garded all non-Greeks contemptuously as “barbarians," but did not 
develop a biological foundation for their felt superiority. They instead, 
for the most part, tended to use purely cultural grounds, i.e., the 
superiority of Greek culture (a culture that could be transmitted to 
other peoples as happened on a grand scale in Hellenism). Barbarians, 
by adopting Greek culture, could become the equals of the Greeks. 
Similarly with the Romans, for the most part they also failed to put 
forth a biological foundation for their world conquest or to legitimate 
the slavery on which their economy was based by racialism. Again, 
they legitimated their system on the grounds of the political and 
cultural superiority of Roman civilization, a characteristic that could 
be adopted by others through the adoption of Roman citizenship, 
language, culture, and political forms (Montagu 1953, pp. 10,11). 

Aristotle appears to have been the only Greek philosopher of 
consequence to have argued that slaves were biologically inferior 
(putting forth his theory as a late attempt to rationalize slavery at 
the end of the period of the flowering of Greek civilization when 
slavery was coming under increasing attack). Plato, for example, 
referred to the ideology of innate differences between people as the 
Phoenician lie. What was true of the Greeks and Romans appears 
to have been generally true of almost all peoples down through the 
nineteenth century. Throughout history, although here and there a 
biological argument for the superiority of a particular group has been 
offered, until the mid-nineteenth century such a mode of thought 
never caught on to become the predominant mode of legitimation— 
generally, as with Greece and Rome, ideologies of cultural or religious 
superiority have sufficed (Gossett 1963, chap. 1; Montagu 1953, chap. 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries a few individuals put 
forth notions of separate human races (often arguing that there had 
been separate creations). The Roman Catholic church, however, 
strongly condemned all such theories, maintaining both that there 
was only one creation for all human beings, and that all human 
beings, including the Indians, had been part of that single creation 
(and thus had souls). Advocates of the idea of a separate creation of 
primitive peoples were even burned at the stake for their heresies 
(Gossett 1963, p, 15). The church, as well as the ruling classes and 
dominant nations behind it. felt that the notion of the superiority of 
the Christian religion and European culture was fully adequate as a 
theoretical justification for feudal class forms in Europe as well as 
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for early imperialist expansion overseas (imperialism was good be¬ 
cause it brought Christianity and civilization to the pagans of the 
world). Indeed the long-term missionary zeal of Christianity (as well 
as Islam and other world religions) is theoretically based on the 
notion of the unity of the single human race. Paul said, “God hath 
made of one blood all nations in the earth to dwell.” St. Augustine 
also rejected the notion of separate races (Gossett 1963, p. 9). 

While the Jews in Europe were continually the subject of hostility 
and occasional persecution, the theoretical manifestation of anti- 
Semitism was essentially social, cultural, and religion (not biological). 
The Jews killed Christ, they refused to be converted, they murdered 
Christian children using their blood for ritual purposes, they were 
infidels, usurers, and so on (Montagu 1953, p. 12). A biological 
foundation for anti-Semitism was not logically consistent with Chris¬ 
tian theory, the fundamental basis of societal legitimation in the 
eighteenth century. 

Christ, the central figure in Christianity as well as his mother 
Mary and all the Apostles including Peter (the first pope) were born 
jews. It was also acceptable for Jews to convert to Christianity. The 
lack of a hegemonic racialist theory underlying anti-Semitism, how¬ 
ever, did not prevent the circulation of certain popular myths, e.g., 
some Jews had horns, Jews had an unpleasant odor, Jewish men 
menstruated, Jewish children were born with their rights hands 
attached to their heads (Gossett 1963, p. 11). Such notions, however, 
never gained acceptability as part of a hegemonic theory of anti- 
Semitism. 

Most great pre-nineteenth century independent thinkers gave 
the notion of separate human races little serious consideration. 
Leonardo da Vinci, for example, accepted the prevailing Christian 
notion that humankind is really one race, arguing that physical 
differences among people were a product of their different environ¬ 
ments. For example, he thought people born in tropic areas were 
black because they do most of their work during the night (when it is 
cool), thus absorbing the cool of the night; while peoples in northern 
regions are blond because they work during the day (Gossett 1963, p. 
16). During the whole of the seventeenth century only five known 
books speaking to the question of varieties of humankind were pub¬ 
lished. Theories of separate races were extremely rare at that time. 
Leibniz writing at the end of the seventeenth century argued: 

I recollect reading somewhere, though I cannot find the passage, 
that a certain traveler had divided man into certain tribes, races or 
classes. He made one special race of the Lapps and Samoyedes, 
another of the Chinese and their neighbors, another of the Caffres 
or Hottentots. In America, again, there is a marvelous difference 


between the Galibs, or Caribs, who are very brave and spirited, and 
those of Paraguay, who seem to be infants or in pupilage all their 
lives. That, however, is no reason why all men who inhabit the 
earth should not be of the same race, which has been altered by 
different climates, as we see that beasts and plants change their 
nature and improve or degenerate (Montagu 1953, p. 20), 

The English word “race” was first used at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century. The term race was not introduced into the scien¬ 
tific literature until 1749 when Buffon began to employ it in his 
zoological classifications (Montagu 1953, p. 2). Much of the romantic 
literature of the eighteenth century as well as French enlightment 
thought, in fact celebrated the "noble savage" uncorrupted by Euro¬ 
pean society (hardly a notion compatible with racialist thinking). 

Although racist relations (“lived relations") of economic domina¬ 
tion came into existence in North America between the dominant 
whites on the one hand and the indigenous peoples and the imported 
African slaves in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries on the 
other, there was little felt need to justify them in terms of racialist 
theory. During the formative stages of slavery Africans were not 
generally regarded as biologically inferior (though they were treated 
as chattels and lived the experience of racism). The records of most 
early English and American slave traders show that they often felt 
the Africans to be their mental equals. Similarly, seventeenth-century 
observers generally concurred in describing the Indian abilities and 
intelligence in very high terms (Montagu 1953, p. 13). The exter¬ 
mination and displacement of the Indians as well as the development 
of the institution of slavery both occurred with a minimum devlop- 
ment of theory. It was not until these relationships came under 
attack in the nineteenth century that elaborate racialist theories 
were developed and gained intellectual hegemony. Until that time 
Christian notions of saving souls and civilizing “savages’ sufficed to 
justify the lived relationships of racism (see Gossett 1963, pp. 17,29). 

In the last years of the eighteenth and early years of the nine¬ 
teenth centuries racialist theories gained a certain currency and 
respectability, but were not yet intellectually predominant (during 
these years they were fighting an uphill battle). Voltaire, for example, 
defended racialist theory, as did Thomas Jefferson. Voltaire main¬ 
tained that Indians and blacks were separate species unrelated to 
Europeans, arguing that both were “greatly inferior’ to whites 
(Gossett 1963, p. 44). Jefferson argued about blacks that, "In memory 
they are equal to the whites; in reason much inferior. . . .in imagina¬ 
tion they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous" (Gossett 1963, p. 42). 
Theorists like Voltaire and Jefferson however, were in a distinct 
minority in their time. Throughout the eighteenth century most 
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informed and scientific opinion still supported the notions that blacks 
and other nonwhite groups were the intellectual equals of Europeans 
(Gossett 1963, p. 53). 

The popularity of racialist theory (the idea that humankind is 
composed of distinct races which inherit superior or inferior character¬ 
istics) as a socially important theory is of recent development. Its rise 
and hegemony in fact coincided with the rise and triumph of modern 
capitalism and capitalist imperialism. The idea of "race" developed 
both as a defense of slavery during its last years and. increasingly, as 
a product of the need to justify the colonial subordination and inten¬ 
sive exploitation of the entire non-European world, as well as a 
justification of the special exploitation of the various displaced 
peasantries which became the labor force of the rapidly expanding 
capitalist industrial enterprises. The decline of Catholicism as an 
important ideology of legitimation along with the rise of the Darwin¬ 
ism theory of evolution lent credibility to the new racialist theories 
(which were often based on notions of different evolutionary paths). 
Herbert Spencer's social Darwinism and its thesis of cultural advance 
through "the survival of the fittest” provided an intellectually 
respectable framework within which to present racialist theory. 

Racialist theory in the United States (more or less paralleling 
developments in Germany and England) has gone through a number 
of phases. Around the middle of the nineteenth century racialist 
theories, offered as a defense of the slave system (which was coming 
under increasing attack), achieved predominance in the form of the 
acceptance of the Aryan theory developed in Europe. Aryanism at 
this time argued for the essential unity of most Europeans and other 
speakers of Indo-European languages, including Persians, Kurds, 
Afghans, and perhaps Hindustanis (descendants of the speakers of 
Old Sanskrit) as supposed common descendants of the original Aryan 
race. To justify the enslavement of Africans (as well as European 
expansion into Africa and Asia) and the oppression of indigenous 
peoples in Australia and the Americas this theory served fine (see 
Gossett 1963, chap. 6: Snyder 1939, chap. 3). 

In the last third of the nineteenth century the notion of a 
Teutonic or Germanic race (English, Dutch, Germans, Scandinavians, 
Franks) sometimes, as in the Anglo-Saxon variant with the English 
the finest example, became predominant. This notion served con¬ 
veniently to legitimize the devastation of the racially inferior Celtic 
Irish, who were subjected to mass starvation, special exploitation, 
and displacement to serve as cheap labor in England, America, and 
Australia as well as to justify a reinvigorated English imperialism 
active in areas occupied by people previousy defined as Aryans (in 
the Near East and Mediterranean as well as elsewhere). In the early 
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years of the twentieth century Teutonism/Anglo-Saxonism was 
elaborated as the theory of the Nordic race that became dominant at 
that time. In the Nordic theory slavs, Italians, Spanish, Greeks, and 
so on were considered to be racially inferior Alpines and Mediterran¬ 
eans. European Jews were considered to be part of the Semitic race. 
This racialist theory legitimated U.S., British, and German world 
predominance as well as the treatment of the massive Alpine (slav), 
Mediterranean (Italian), and Semitic Qewish) immigrants in the 
United States * The Nazi race theory was essentially of this type 
(although they employed the term Aryan), The Irish, it should be 
noted, while dearly excluded from the Teutonic and Anglo Saxon 
races, were often included in the Nordic Race.t 

Although academic racism largely faded from the scene after the 
1920s, latter day racialist theories came to talk about the Caucasian 
race, from which Jews were often excluded, but all other people of 
European descent were included. Most recently a vague concept of 
the “white race” has gained a certain currency in progressive as well 
as racist circles that includes Jews and all Europeans and European 
immigrants to North America and Australia (but usually excluding 
those to Latin America). In contrast to the white race are all “people 
of color,” a category that usually includes Latin Americans as 
“brown.” Although the ethnic composition of Argentina and Uruguay 
is similar to that of the United States, their populations are generally 
considered to be “Hispanics,” as are the more or less purely European 
upper classes throughout Latin America. The rule of racial classifica¬ 
tion here appears to be one of geography and language (people living 
south of the Rio Grande or who are Spanish-speaking are people of 
color). Also included are usually Turks, Iranian, and northern Arabs 
who are virtually indistinguishable in physical characteristics from 
other peoples of the region (e.g., Armenians. Georgians, Greeks! who 
are classified as white (the implicit rule of racial classification here 


*One of the chief articulators of the Nordic theory, although he (as did the Nazis) 
used the term Aryan to describe them, was the French Count Arthur de Gobineau 
(1816-82). In Germany the most prominent Nordic theorist (on whom Hitler directly 
built) was Houston Steward Chamberlain (1850-1927), in the United States, Madison 
Grant (1865-1927). Gobineau argued that the French upper class was descended from 
the racially superior Germanie Franks, while the peasants were descended from the 
racially inferior Gauls thus providing both a justification of French imperialism and 
class rule in France (Snyder 1939. chaps, 6-8; Gossett 1963, chap. 14). 

tSome versions of Nordic theory not only include Scots and Irish as Nordics (e.g.. 
Madison Grant), but especially around 1914-19 during World War 1 excluded Germans 
on the grounds that that country’s original Nordic stock had been large!)' exterminated 
in the Thirty years’ War of the seventeenth century, with most of the remainder 
migrating to America (Gossett 1963, pp. 357-58). 
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seems to be that populations that are predominantly Islamic and 
poorer are people of color while those predominantly Christian and 
slightly richer are white). 

Racialist theories reigned almost unchallenged in academic and 
leading political circles in the period 1880 to 1920 (a period of most 
intense imperialist expansion as well as massive immigration to the 
United States). In this period the idea of Nordic superiority (with its 
corollary of Anglo-Saxonism) achieved hegemony or near hegemony 
in much of biology, sociolog)', history, literature, and political science. 
In 1980 Nicholas Murray Butler, president of Colombia University, 
argued that it was the "extraordinary persistence of the Anglo-Saxon 
impulse" which was the “chief cause” that "brought the United 
States of America into existence. For the origin of that impulse one 
must go back to the Teutonic qualities and characteristics of the 
people so admirably described by Tacitus” (Gossett 1963, p. 122). 

The developing Aryan/Teutonic/Anglo Saxon/Nordic racialist 
theories predominant in England and the United States from the 
mid-nineteenth century through the 1920s served well to legitimate 
both the internal exploitation of much of the working population 
(blacks, Irish, Italians, Slavs, and so forth) and to justify the imperial 
expansion of both powers (see Snyder 1939, chap, 13). Defenders of 
U.S, imperialism in this period argued that some races (e.g., the 
Filipinos) were inherently incapable of self-government. In 1885 Josiah 
Strong, a prominent Congregationalist clergyman, speaking of the 
Anglo Saxon race argued: “this powerful race will move down upon 
Mexico, down upon Central and South America, out upon the islands 
on the sea, over upon Africa and beyond. And can anyone doubt that 
the result of this competition of races will be the ‘survival of the 
fittest' ’’ (see Snyder 1939, p. 230). Theodore Roosevelt argued that 
fitness for self-government "comes to a race only through the slow 
growth of centuries, and then only to those races which possess an 
immense reserve of strength, common sense, and morality” (Gossett: 
1963, p. 329). 

Racialist speculations about blacks became more derogatory in 
the 1880-1930 period than at any previous time (apparently justifying 
the pushing back of black rights won during Reconstruction and the 
servile caste status as sharecroppers and domestics of this group in 
this period as well as the conquest of Africa). Almost all writings 
about blacks during this time argued that intellectually blacks were 
racially inferior and that their temperament was racially determined 
and inherited. The failure of Black Reconstruction, the high rates of 
black crime, poverty, and disease, as well as low scores on “intel¬ 
ligence tests” and generally poor educational achievement were all 
taken to be evidence of racial inferiority—as similar indicators were 
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taken as evidence of the racial inferiority of the Jews, Slavs, and 
Italians at the same time (see Gossett 1963, chap. 11). 

In the 1890s a strong movement to restrict non-Nordic (some¬ 
times still expressed as non-Aryan) immigration to the United States 
developed. In general, the racialist arguments for the exclusion of 
non-Nordics argued that the immigrants from the backward areas of 
Europe threatened to undermine American civilization by displacing 
the superior Nordic stock that made the country great (Snyder 1939, 
pp. 242-44; Gossett 1963, chap. 12). 

For example, in 1895 the prominent Columbia University political 
scientist John Burgess argued: 

What folly, on the part of the ignorant, what wickedness, on the 
part of the intelligent, are involved in the attempts,.. to pollute (the 
United Statesj with non-Aryan elements.... We must preserve our 
Aryan nationality in the state, and admit to its membership only 
such non-Ayran race-elements as shall have become Aryanized in 
spirit and in genius by contact with it. if we would build the 
superstructure of the ideal American commonwealth (Gossett 1963, 
p. 307). 

H. H, Laughlin, who worked closely with the U.S. Congress 
House Committee on Immigration as its leading expert on racial 
qualities, argued that the disproportionate percentage of southern 
and eastern European immigrants in American mental institutions, 
prisons, and poorhouses reflected their “inborn socially inadequate 
qualities” (Gossett 1963, p. 401). A “scientific” study of race and IQ 
done in this period (by A. H. Arlitt of Bryn Mawr College) concluded 
that there was a direct correlation between racial origin, socioeco¬ 
nomic status, and intelligence. She found that blacks had an average 
IQ of 83, Italians an average IQ of 84, and native-born Americans an 
average IQ of around 105-10; and further, that the semiskilled and 
unskilled native born had an IQ of 92 as compared to an a\erage Q 
of 125 for native-born Americans of high social status. She drew the 
conclusion that Mediterraneans and blacks were racially inferior, and 
further that the purest (racially superior) Nordics among the native 
born found their way into the top positions of society (Snyder 193J, 

p. 239). , _ , 

The Bolshevik Revolution and its reverberations in Europe and 

among eastern European immigrants in the United States ad ue 
to the racialist fire. The "turbulent and anarchic inferior Slavic 
race was now judged as especially dangerous to incorporate mto the 

U.S. population (Gossett 1963, p. 341). 

Racialists were found on both sides of the immigration con ro 
versy. Those desiring a continuation of the immigration of easily 
exploited European workers from eastern and southern Europe argued 
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that these peoples were ideally suited for the hard menial labor and 
miserable conditions of the industrial slums of the U.S. For example, 
the prominent historian Frederick Jackson Turner argued that the 
Jews were "a people of exceptionally stunted stature and deficient 
lung capacity” and thus naturally suited to survive in the tenements 
and sweatshops of New York City (Gossett 1963, p. 29), The move¬ 
ment to radically restrict the immigration of inferior (non-Nordic) 
races culminated in the passage of the 1924 immigration act (which 
effectively excluded “Alpines," “Mediterraneans," “Semites,” and 
Asians from further immigration into the United States). 

It must be emphasized that the intellectual hegemony of racialist 
theory has had no necessary relationship to the intensity of racist 
structures. There have been many different ideological justifications 
for the extermination and displacement of indigenous peoples, the 
special exploitation of various groups, and the hostility toward groups 
in middle class positions. Not only has history witnessed a plenitude 
of nonracialist legitimations for the economic domination of groups in 
these three types of racist structures, but those in the dominant 
economic class have had a variable need for any consistent intellec¬ 
tual defense at all of their economic interest. In fact, the most 
sophisticated conservative theories of legitimation (not only racialist) 
generally arise and are adopted in periods when structures of special 
economic domination (racist structures) are most under attack (and 
are about to be transcended or modified). Indeed, slavery was more 
vicious in the eighteenth century than in the nineteenth, although 
there was tittle racialist justification in the earlier century as com¬ 
pared to the latter for the institution. The extermination of the 
Indians was more direct (e.g., the practice of scalp bounties) in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when genocide was not gener¬ 
ally justified by racialist theories, than in the nineteenth when, 
although more Indians were killed and displaced than earlier, this 
was done in more circumspect ways, now justified by an ideology of 
racial superiority. Sometimes, however, the most vicious treatment of 
a group does correspond to a period of hegemony of racialist ideology, 
e.g., the extermination of central European Jews in the 1943-45 
period. Although racialist theories were no longer intellectually 
respectable in most intellectual circles after the 1920s, there was 
little corresponding change in the structures of special exploitation to 
which blacks were subjected. Theories of the “melting pot” (assimila¬ 
tion) into which blacks (and later Ladinos) would eventually merge 
(or no special theories at all), coexisted with the maintenance of 
racist structures. This reality underscores the importance of under¬ 
standing racism as a structure, not as a consciousness ideology. 

Further, the lack of association of racialist ideologies with racist 
structures (special exploitation, exclusion, mediation) does not mean 
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that feelings of superiority/inferiority were not induced in those in 
dominant and subordinate economic structures. Nor does it mean 
that these racist structures were in any way weaker than when they 
were legitimated by racialism. In fact, the very strength of racialist 
ideology may well indicate the weakness and vulnerability of racial 
structures, since racialism is so often ascendant when racist struc¬ 
tures are most under attack. 

It made little difference to the black slaves or American Indians 
whether they were treated the way they were because the dominant 
whites believed that they were racially inferior or their biological 
equals. Likewise, it seems to have made no difference to the dominant 
whites. Slavery induced feelings of humiliation and inferiority in the 
slaves while inducing feelings of superiority and paternalism in the 
masters. Likewise, genocide and displacement of Indians induced 
feelings of outrage and eventually demoralization among the Indians, 
as well as feelings of superiority and arrogance among the dominant 
whites. These structurally induced feelings seem to have functioned 
quite adequately for the vast majority of whites in lubricating the 
objectively racist economic structures of special exploitation and 

exclusion. . . „ , 

The Althusserian conception of ideology as a lived relation ana 
as a structure (“ideological state apparatus”) rather than conscious 
ideas enhances our understanding of the persistence of racist struc¬ 
tures (see Althusser 1969). Racist structures of economic domination 
and the concomitant ideologies (“lived relations”) must be considered 
to exist wherever a distinctive social group is in the structura 
position of exclusion, special exploitation, or mediation, regardless of 
whether or not this distinctive group is thought of by themselves or 
others as a race or whether or not they are consciously regarded as 
biologically inferior. Thus, ancient Greek and Roman slavery as well 
as early Caribbean slavery, which were not justified by racialist 
ideology, must be considered to be equally racist structures with 
latter day North American slavery. 

RACE AS A STRUCTURE 

The use of the term “race” to describe ethnically distinct groups 
implies that the essential differences between or among the various 
races are biologically rooted, i.e.. that the social, culture , PSK o- 
logical, or economic variations among groups are a result of in tier 1 tea 
genetic differences in intelligence, innate creative potentia , ap v u e 
for menial labor, morality, inherent consciousness of kind, a™fsoon. 
In fact, however, only one human race has inhabited t e ear _ 
the extinction of the Neanderthals about 40,000 years ago an a 
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has been Homo sapiens sapiens. There are no scientifically demon¬ 
strated socially significant biologically rooted differences among the 
different people of the planet. Regardless of the degree of skin pig¬ 
mentation, shape of the nose or head, type or amount of body hair, or 
physical si2e, all peoples, whether originating in Africa, Asia, or 
Europe, have the same average innate intelligence, creative potential, 
aptitude to labor, and so forth. The differences between societies and 
among groups are primarily a result of position within the world 
capitalist system and the class structure.* 

There is no innate "consciousness of kind” or inborn primordial 
sense of ethnicity that leads people of similar surface physical 
characteristics (skin pigmentation, nose shape, body hair, and so on) 
to prefer association with each other and to feel hostility toward 
others. That this is, in fact, the case is borne witness to by the 
experiences of the children of one group being adopted into and 
growing up in another group, in the process fully adopting the iden¬ 
tity of their parents’ group. It is also manifested in a number of 
social phenomena. The boundaries of an ethnic groups are obviously 
socially, and not biologically, defined. For example, different societies 
define the children of "mixed parents” variously as full members of 
the subordinate group (the United States), a member of the mother’s 
ethnic group (the Jews), or a member of a third ethnic group 
(mulattos, mestizos, coloreds) intermediate in status between the 
ethnic groups of the parents. "Races” or ethnic groups rather quickly 
disappear into other “races” or ethnic groups, and others are con¬ 
tinually created anew. For example, immigrants from southern Italy 
to the United States in the pre-World War I period had no ethnic 
identity as Italians (they identified instead as Calabrian, Sicilian, and 
so on.) The Italian race was not created until after the arrival of 
distinctive groups in the United States, In the twentieth century, a 
new ethnic group, the Asian-Americans, has been created out of 
groups that were not only very different from each other, but in Asia 
had a long history of mutual antagonism (e.g., Koreans, Japanese, 
Chinese), including racism as intense as the racism experienced by 
them in the United States from those of European background. 

That there can not be an innate “consciousness of kind” or 
inherent ethnic solidarity which inhibits intraethnic group conflict 
and facilitates hostility toward and exploitation of out-groups is 
shown by the plenitude of cases of vicious exploitation and oppres¬ 
sion of members of an ethnic group by others of the same ethnic 


•The discussion in this section relies in pari on Bonacich 1973. 1980: and 
Burnbaum and Wing 1981. 
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group and civil wars within ethnic groups (e.g., the civil wars of 
England, France, the United States, Russia, China, Vietnam, and so 
on) Chinese and Jewish businessmen have exploited the members of 
their own groups just as harshly as have members of other groups. 
Likewise, such treatment has been resisted just as sharply by those 
affected as they have resisted similar treatment by members of other 
ethnic groups (e.g., the Chinese Revolution). Intraethnic conflicts are 
in fact quite prevalent, just as is interethnic solidarity. 

The tremendous variation in the degree of out-group hostility 
and in-group solidarity over time and space is further proof that 
these phenomena can not be innate. Anti-Semitism and Jewish iden¬ 
tity have varied immensely through the years as well as in different 
parts of the world capitalist system. There was tremendous racism 
against the Irish when they first migrated to England and the United 
States in the mid-nineteenth century, but very little was left by the 
mid-twentieth century. German immigrants to the United States have 
lost their sense of German identity, although their cousins who 
remained in Germany rather recently manifested a tremendous out¬ 
pouring of consciousness of kind. , . 

Finally the notion that ethnic group differences are biologically 
based is refuted by the highly variable (and extremely arbitrary) 
criteria by which races are defined. In the United States and southern 
Africa the most important racial distinction has been skin pigmenta¬ 
tion (or more accurately in the United States, whether or not one had 
any ancestor with dark skin pigmentation). The difference between 
the Ladino (or Hispanic) race and Anglos is defined in terms ot 
cultural characteristics, including language. In other places, religion 
seems to be the kernel of "racial” differences. Some of the most 
vicious "racial” conflicts have, in fact, occurred between groups who 
have differed imperceptibly if at all in physical characteristics (an . 
in fact, whose ancestors had "interbred” for hundreds of years), e.g., 
Germans and Jews, Jews and Poles, Armenians and Turks, Pro- 
estants and Catholics in Northern Ireland. Christians and Muslims 
in Lebanon, French and English-speaking Canadians, Ibos and other 

tribes in Africa, and so on. , . 

In class societies generally, and in capitalist societies specifica y, 
what are defined as races are, in fact, generated an repr uce 
because of their distinctive role in the class structure. Generally, 
most (but seldom or never all) members of such a group play a 
distinctive economic role in the logic of production. . group s _ 
distinctive cultural traits (including what are labeled in racialist 
theory as innate intelligence, creativity, ability to labor, and so on) 
are, in fact, a product of location in the class structure and the 

distinctive role the group plays. 
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Three fundamentally different types of racist structures or 
relationships can be distinguished: first, relationships of superex¬ 
ploitation/disorganization of the working class; second, relationships 
of exclusion (and appropriation of natural resources); and third, 
relationships of mediation between dominant and subordinate classes 
(“middleman minorities”). 

Racism, then, is in essence an economic structure (of exploitation, 
mediation, or exclusion) and not either a product of innate differences 
or an attitude (e.g., prejudice, bias, stereotypes). Racism is a structure 
that implies domination as well as all-around degradation (including 
cultural and interpersonal humiliations). Racist structures should be 
distinguished from racist or racialist theories claiming that social, 
cultural, and economic differences are biologically based (which are 
used to legitimate racist structures), and from dominant-group 
chauvinism (e,g„ white chauvinism), the interpersonal behavior of 
members of the majority group toward members of subordinate ethnic 
groups or peoples that is generated by the racist structures in which 
both participate. (This can take the form of either malicious expres¬ 
sions of contempt, arrogance, and superiority or nonmalicious 
paternalistic/patronizing behavior or unconscious acceptance of the 
prevalent stereotypes of the minorities.) 

Racist structures, then, can be considered to be any structures of 
economic domination that assume a castelike character, i.e., in which 
economic position is passed on through the generations with sharp 
lines of status and privilege associated with class position (whether 
or not there are sharp linguistic, religious, cultural, or physical differ¬ 
ences between those in different positions). Thus, the various castes 
m the traditional Indian social structure must be understood as 
o )jectively racist structures, as too must the caste system of early 
feudal Europe with its three castes of nobility, peasants, and 
merchants (Jews), 1 he validity of considering European feudalism as 
a racist structure was reflected in the nineteenth century when the 
various racialist theories that became hegemonic were not only 
directed to justifying the international position of England, France, 
ermanv, and so forth and the subordination of Africans, Asians, 
ndtans. and Jews, but also to rationalize the continuing domination 
o t e aristocracy and other ruling classes in Europe as they came 
under increasing attack. For example, it was argued that the French 
aristocracy was of a racially superior Nordic stock, while the French 
peasantry was Alpine (i.e., racially inferior). In the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries in Europe and the United States such 
arguments gamed considerable currency in justifying existing domes- 
tic class relations in spite of the fact that both the peasants (and 
workers) and the upper classes in France, Italy, Germany (where 


these theories were most often applied) tended to have the same 
physical characteristics, the same religions, speak pretty much the 
same language as well as shared a fairly similar culture, 

The importance of seeing racism as essentially a relationship, 
and not an attitude or idea, can not be stressed too much. Hypothet 
ically it might well be the case that leading capitalist employers of 
black labor do not themselves believe in the theory of superior/ 
inferior races (but only encourage such an ideology in white workers). 
It might even be the case that they do not share in unconscious 
stereotypes or engage in paternalistic behavior in their interpersonal 
relations with minorities. But nevertheless, they are the real racists, 
This is true both in the sense of being responsible for the system of 
exploitative race relations and the beneficiaries of that system, and 
because their system generates the conscious and unconscious racist 
ideologies and chauvinistic practices on the part of large segments of 
the majority group population that affect minority group peoples in 
all aspects of their lives (not just in on-the-job economic relations) 
including cultural and interpersonal humiliations. 

Racist structures of exploitation are reproduced through both 
institutional discrimination and objective structures and politics 
which, although not discriminatory, nevertheless reproduce the class 
(or excluded) position of a group. Institutional discrimination is the 
explicit or implicit policy of admittance to training programs, schools, 
and universities; hiring and promotion policies of corporations; eligi¬ 
bility for government programs, and so on that differentially favor 
members of the relatively privileged group, who on all relevant cri¬ 
teria have the same objective qualifications as do subordinate group 
members, i.e., minority group members with the same or higher 
aptitude test scores or grade records, physical abilities, and so forth 
as majority group members, do not get admitted to school, hired for a 
job, or promoted when majority group members do. Such institu¬ 
tional discrimination is generally only a minor part of the total 
structure of exploitation of the subordinate group. Generally, more 
important are the objective structures and policies that differentially 
hurt the life chances of the subordinate groups as compared to those 
of the relatively privileged group. For example, the social forces and 
state policies that lead to the decline and decay of cities (especially 
the loss of industry) disproportionately negatively affect blacks and 
Puerto Ricans in the United States since they are heavily concen¬ 
trated in the inner cities. Cutbacks in job training and creation 
programs as well as in the provision of basic welfare benefits are also 
instances of such factors. Immigration rules that act to exclude those 
without resident relatives or skills (thus disproportionately affecting 
people from Africa and Latin America) and that consequently lead to 
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illegal immigration (and thus workers with no legal protection from 
special exploitation) should also be included here. These factors all 
function objectively as structures that facilitate exploitation because 
they all act to reduce the economic level of minorities (higher urban 
unemployment, greater economic desperation, lack of legal status) 
and their ability to organize and improve their condition. 

It is, of course, true that rarely, if ever, are all members of a 
“race” or ethnic group in the class position defining that group. But 
it is. of course, in the nature of racialist theory to attribute the 
alleged characteristics of any “race” or ethnic group to all members 
of that group, whether or not they share the distinctive economic role 
of most group members. Racialist theories define groups as biolog¬ 
ically suited for menial labor, inherently “sly" and “crafty,” or 
innately impossible to “civilize” (and thus necessary to exterminate), 
i.e., they define a group by alleged biological and inherent character¬ 
istics that must logically apply to all group members. Thus, all 
members of a "racial” or ethnic group will necessarily experience the 
dominant group chauvinism associated with racialist theories whether 
or not they themselves as individuals are specially exploited, play a 
mediating role, or are excluded. 

At a given time a specific ethnic group may be defined by more 
than one position in society's racist structure. One position might be 
dominant, or. at least for a time, two might be of more or less equal 
importance. Moreover, a group’s primary structural definition might 
change over time from one to another category. Lastly, if a group 
loses its primary structural definition in a racist structure, it will 
eventually disappear as a distinctive racial group. For example, the 
Mexicans in the Southwest of the United States, after the conquest 
of the area in 1848, were both an excluded population (whose land 
was mostly stolen over the course of the rest of the century by 
Anglos) and a source of cheap, specially exploited labor. While at first 
the aspect of exclusion was predominant (in order to gain the land), 
eventually, once most of the resources were in the hands of Anglos, 
the aspect of cheap labor became predominant. A similar thing can be 
said about the indigenous inhabitants of the Republic of South Africa. 
A case can be made that the structural position of blacks in the 
United States increasingly is being defined not by the still dominant 
relation of special exploitation/disorganization but by the piling up of 
redundant urban blacks of the excluded sector (similar to the 
redefinition of central European Jews in the post-1880s period from 
their essential role as mediators to that of a redundant population in 
urban ghettos in the 1920s and 1930s). 

A given position in a racist structure can be occupied by more 
than one ethnicatly distinct social group. For example, in much of the 


Ottoman Empire Greeks, Armenians, and Jews all were concentrated 
in the position of petty traders and merchants, and all indefinitely 
remained ethnically distinct from each other as well as from main¬ 
stream Turkish culture. Likewise, in parts of Southeast Asia (e.g., 
Malaya, Singapore, and Burma), Indian merchants and moneylenders 
compete with the Chinese, with both maintaining their ethnic 
distinctiveness. In industrial capitalist societies it has been quite 
normal for a number of different ethnic groups to occupy the specially 
exploited working class position, even while one or two groups tend 
to dominate. In Germany, for example, while Turks have been the 
largest ethnically distinct group, there are aiso large numbers of 
ethnically distinct Greeks, Portuguese, Italians, and Yugoslavians. In 
the United States this position is largely shared by blacks and 
Ladinos, 

Quite distinct peoples who happen to share the physical/linguistic 
characteristics by which a large minority group is culturally defined 
tend to experience the same type of racism as do the latter. For 
example, Haitian or Jamaican immigrants to the United States are 
part of a very different culture than that of native-born blacks (whose 
culture was formed in the experience of Southern slavery and its 
aftermath, where blacks were a minority and caste lines firm). Black 
African immigrants who have petty-bourgeois backgrounds are even 
more different (they do not share the crucial formative experience of 
slavery). Yet, antiblack racism, especially on the interpersonal level, 
as well as popular racialist ideologies apply indiscriminately across 
the board to all people with even a drop of African blood (with the 
irony that people who have grown up treated as whites or mulattos 
in the Caribbean, are suddenly treated as blacks in the United States). 
Similarly, different groups of Asian immigrants (Chinese, Japanese. 
Koreans, Filipinos) who in Asia are very distinctive groups without a 
common identity as Asians (and, in fact, with long histories of mutual 
antagonism toward each other) come to be treated in the United 
States (at least after the first generation when they have largely 
adopted the English language and U.S. culture) as essentially all 
simply “Asians”. American Indians, particularly after they become 
detribalized (move to cities or outside of their traditional tribal areas), 
likewise come to be treated as “Indians” regardless of their very di¬ 
verse cultures, languages, and traditions. A similar process appears 
to be occurring among I^atin American immigrants. In spite of distinct 
national identities as Puerto Ricans. Mexicans, Salvadorians, Colom¬ 
bians, Dominicans, and so forth, they are often grouped as a distinct 
race of “Hispanics” on the basis first of common Spanish/Latin 
American language and traditions and second, even when in the 
second or third generation their distinctive national minority character- 
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istics are lost, on the basis of physical characteristics or last name 
("Spanish surnamed’'). 

Because they are largely treated according to rules established 
for the large preexisting groups, smaller groups like Haitians, Jamai¬ 
cans Dominicans, Colombians, and so on tend to be amalgamated 
into the dominant (or emerging) racial categories (e.g„ blacks, 
Hispanics) while losing their national distinctiveness. Such groups, 
thus, tend to be assimilated nationally into minor variants of the 
predominant mainstream national U.S. culture, while assimilated at 
the same time into the appropriate racial category (and, thus, to come 
to assimilate the secondary linguistic and cultural characteristics of 
these groups). Racial categories, but not separate national or tribal 
cultures, are thus reproduced within contemporary relations of pro¬ 
duction. 

The pattern in industrial capitalist societies such as the United 
States is to draw in peasants from other areas or nations as a pool of 
specially exploited labor and to pretty much annihilate most of their 
traditional national or tribal characteristics within a generation or 
two (e.g,, distinctive language, dress, foods, customs, and so on), 
assimilating the various ethnic groups into larger racial, and to a 
lesser extent, religious categories, i.e., white Protestants, white 
Catholics, Jews, blacks, Asians, Indians, Hispanics, in the process 
amalgamating all traditional national/tribal differences (i.e., Polish 
language, Irish customs, Italians peasant dress, and so on), All the 
distinctive racial groups in an advanced industrial society such as 
the United States have largely adopted the same language and similar 
customs (a product of the tremendous homogenizing force of indus¬ 
trial capitalism that requires a mobile, flexible population literate in 
a single language even while maintaining distinct identities). Sec¬ 
ondary cultural characteristics (and perhaps accents or minor dialects 
in the case of more rural or excluded sections of a racial group) are 
reproduced along with racial identification as a product of the 
residential and cultural segregation of minorities and the resultant 
continuity in a high level of group interaction and relative social 
isolation from majority groups this results in. 

It should be noted, however, that the small middle class segments 
ol peoples defined by specially exploited or excluded relations as well 
as the salaried employee (new middle class) and independent profes¬ 
sional sector of peoples defined essentially by their mediating relation¬ 
ship tend to adopt for the most part the accent and customs of the 
middle class of the majority group rather than that of the predom¬ 
inant specially exploited, excluded, or self-employed sectors (which 
tend much more than the former to maintain the traditional isolation 
from the majority group). Salaried middle class and independent 


professional people from all ethnic minorities are under tremendous 
pressure to conform to the standards of mainstream middle class life, 
not the least of which are pressures to speak with the same accent, 
be highly mobile geographically, and aspire to the same material 
goods. Further, they share a common higher education and work 
environment. 

The fact of the common experience of dominant group chauvin¬ 
ism (shared by all members of a minority group) is a basis for group 
solidarity that at different times and different places may be more or 
less important as a basis of political unity than class solidarity with 
people in equivalent class positions belonging to other ethnic groups. 
The sentiments of group solidarity generated by a common experience 
of humiliation and discrimination can be manipulated by the wealth¬ 
ier segment of a minority group to lead (and themselves exploit) the 
poorer members of the group, or they can be used by the working 
class, or perhaps the intelligentsia segment, to primarily advance the 
interest of the poorer people in such groups. 

RELATIONSHIPS OF EXCLUSION 

As capitalism expanded through imperialism to subordinate 
virtually all corners of the globe, it came into contact with native 
peoples such as the American Indians and Australian aborigines who 
for the most part could not (outside the Mexican and Peruvian 
regions) generally be made to work profitably. Such peoples then 
became mere obstacles to the profitable exploitation of the natural 
resources and land of the areas they inhabited. Successful develop¬ 
ment of agriculture in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, or North America 
thus implied the elimination of the indigenous inhabitants through 
either physical extermination (genocide), which has been widely 
practiced, or forcible removal and relocation to remote and barren 
areas (reservations). Imperialist and capitalist relationships to such 
indigenous and “superfluous" populations can best be referred to as 
relationships of exclusion —exclusion from the land as well as from 
the class structure. A distinctive form of racialist ideology developed 
to justify the physical extermination and forcible relocation of such 
peoples and the consequent appropriation of their land and resources 
by expanding imperialism. This racialist ideology legitimated exter- 
mination in terms of indigenous peoples not being fully human, and 
relocation in terms of their inherent inability to productivity and 
creatively utilize resources. American Indians have and continue to 
suffer great oppression, not because their labor was exploited, but 
because their resources were necessary for the expansion of capital¬ 
ism. 
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minated with deadly contagious diseases (e.g., smallpox) against 
which Indians had few immunities. There were also massacres of 
whole Indians groups (warriors, women, and children). Some of the 
more notorious of these included the massacre of the Cheyenne at 
Sand Creek, Colorado, in 1864 after the discovery of gold on their 
land and of the Sioux in 1890 at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, after 
the discover of gold in the Black Hills. 

The Indians were displaced again and again to more undesirable 
territory, each time losing more of their land as the ever expanding 
capitalist system demanded their resources. Although many formal 
treaties were signed by the United States and the Indian tribes, these 
were systematically ignored by the U.S. state. Large numbers of 
Indians forcibly and by treachery concentrated in the most barren 
and inhospitable regions (not wanted by the whites) died from expo¬ 
sure and starvation. The U.S. government attitude toward treaties 
with the indigenous people that guaranteed their reserved areas was 
well summed up by the U.S. commissioner of Indians affairs, General 
Francis C. Walker, in 1871: “When dealing with savage men, as with 
savage beasts, no question of national honor can arise. Whether to 
fight, to run away, or to employ a ruse, is solely a question of 
expediency” (Gossett 1963, p. 234). 

During the oil boom in Oklahoma (formally the Indian Territory) 
white “guardians” were appointed by the U.S. courts to look after 
the financial interests of the Osage Indians (on whose lands con¬ 
siderable oil wealth was found). It has been estimated that between 
1915 and 1931 90 percent of the royalties due these Indians on their 
oil was appropriated by the white “guardians. ’ Until 1933 Indians 
were prohibited from incorporating or organizing politically. Indian 
tribal funds were appropriated to pay the cost of the Indian Bureau 
(between 1900 and 1930 $100 million was appropriated for this pur¬ 
pose). The Indian Bureau, appointed by the U.S. president, has virtual 
total power over Indian lands. It could, for example, expel from 
Indian lands any journalists or “agitator” without giving any reason 
(see Gossett 1963, p. 451). The condition of Indians in the United 
States, as was also the case of Jews and postbellum blacks, reached 
its all-time low point in the early 1920s. 

Once an indigenous population has been largely excluded from 
their original land and resources, many of them come to work in the 
capitalist economy as wage laborers (or in earlier times as slaves, 
serfs, or tenant farmers). However, large numbers become demoral¬ 
ized by the process of genocide, displacement, and destruction of 
their traditional ways of life. Alcoholism, mental disease, drug ad¬ 
diction, and all-around demoralization became quite common. Thus, 
excluded populations tend to develop a large "redundant population 
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redundant in the sense of performing no useful economic function 
for capital either special exploitation or mediation. Redundant popula¬ 
tions may be left alone so long as they "starve quietly: 1 but are most 
vulnerable to repression (or even further genocide) if either ihey 
cause t he system trouble, or if the system needs a scapegoat for other 

problems. , . ^ , . 

Redundant populations have also been created out of groups that 

historically were defined by their positions of special exploitation or 
mediation 'in racist structures. Such processes can be referred to as 
secondary exclusion (in contrast to the primary exclusion of indig¬ 
enous peoples). The commercialization of central European soeiety 
beginning in the 1870s pushed the Jews out of their traditional 
mediating positions; and with the avenues to conversion to new 
middle class status as well as immigration largely dosed in the 1920s 
and 1930s, a large population of unemployed Jews piled up in the 
ghettos of the larger eastern European cities (a true excluded 
population). 

Redundant populations can also result from the discarding of a 
population formerly defined primarily by the relationship of special 
exploitation. This occurs when capital finds it more profitable to 
locate and utilize a new group of ex-peasant workers who will work 
harder for less than the second generation of an older group (or 
perhaps when technological change or economic stagnation makes a 
population largely redundant). This appears to be happening to blacks 
(as well as to many Puerto Ricans) in the North of the United States. 
Redundant populations, whether a result of primary or secondary 
exclusion, because they perform no profitable economic function, are 
extremely vulnerable to scapegoating (displacement of hostilities 
against capital toward them), and in the extreme case to physical 
removal or even genocide (their maintenance often represents a 
considerable economic cost to the system). 

Appropriate theories have always been generated to legitimate 
the extermination and displacement of indigenous peoples. In the 
seventeenth century religious ideology was used. In New England, 
quickly forgetting how the Indians around Plymouth helped the 
Pilgrims through their first hard winter with gifts as well as by 
teaching them survival skills. Cotton Mather justified genocide by 
categorizing Indians as "the devil’s minions," damned by birth by 
God and incapable of redemption. In the nineteenth century, racialist 
justifications of the inherent biological inferiority of Indians were 
used. Indians were now considered biologically incapable of civiliza¬ 
tion, an inferior breed of people, more or less savage beasts (Gossett 
1963, p. 229). 
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RELATIONSHIPS OF MEDIATION 

Most commercial class societies, including the Asiatic mode of 
production and feudalism as well as imperialism in its overseas 
manifestations tend to generate a distinctive group (or groups) of 
"middlemen’’ who act as buyers and sellers, moneylenders, lower 
level administrators, and so on between the propertied class/imperial¬ 
ist and the peasants.* Before the era of contemporary monopoly 
industrial capitalism it was common for a "middleman minority" 
ethnic group both to dominate petty trade and, for the majority of the 
middleman minority group, to be concentrated in these pursuits. 

Middleman minorities in petty bourgeois trading occupations 
serve a number of functions for the dominant class structure. First, 
they (rather than the imperialists or the wealthy) absorb the hostility 
of the underlying population which deals with them on a day to day 
basis in buying, selling, and moneylending. Second, they allow the 
upper class or imperialists not to lose status by having to haggle 
with the lower classes (business and trade have traditionally been 
regarded as degrading by the upper classes). Third, they do the job 
cheaper (work longer hours for less remuneration, work harder, and 
so on) than members of the privileged classes or imperialist nation 
would. Fourth, by excluding members of the peasantry from such 
occupations, the problems associated with rising expectations are 
avoided, while maintaining a sharp class boundary between the upper 
and lower classes (important for legitimizing class relations). Fifth, 
the international ties of the middlemen provide a network that greatly 
facilitates trade and commerce. Ethnic solidarity facilitates trade 
and, moreover, petty trading tends to hold the ethnic group together. 
Their “alien” status also allows them to be objective in their dealings 
with the dominant group peasants and workers. They do not have 
familial or community ties that might intrude on business consid¬ 
erations. Sixth, in times of severe social tension, such middlemen can 
be scapegoated by the dominant class in order to absorb the energy of 
its opponents in both the working class/peasantry and among the 
petty bourgeois of other ethnic groups, e.g., periodic manipulated 
outbursts of anti-Semitism in the czarist empire, anti-Armenian 
sentiment in the Ottoman Empire, anti-East Indian sentiments of 
Africans in South and East Africa (from Durban to Uganda), and 
anti-Chinese sentiment in Southeast Asia that have included expul¬ 
sions, violent pogroms, and “final solutions." Seventh, the hostility 
between the majority group of peasants/workers and middlemen that 


*The discussion in this section is indebted to Bonacich 1973. 
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keeps them from developing solidarity also of course facilitates the 
general domination of the landlord/large capitalist class or the 
imperialists {the divide and rule strategy). 

Racist feelings against middleman majorities come from the 
feelings of exploitation (high prices for goods bought, low prices for 
goods sold, high interest rates) of the majority group workers and 
peasants, from competition with petty-bourgeois members of the 
majority ethnic group (who often feel that the minority petty bour¬ 
geois are unfair “foreign" competition because they work longer, 
harder, use illegal or fringe methods, and so on); and from feelings of 
contempt by the upper classes, who look down on the petty, monetary 
orientation of these groups. Sometimes there is also resentment 
among majority group workers whose employers are faced with low- 
cost competition from middleman employers who are able to use 
ethnic solidarity, combined with worker desire to save money and 
become petty bourgeois (and consequently the feeling that their time 
in the working class is temporary), to pay their workers less while 
getting them to work harder (e.g., in restaurants and sweatshops) as 
well as keeping them out of majority group worker unions and 
otherwise obstructing class solidarity. Racist feelings against middle¬ 
man minorities often become the most vicious of all forms of racism 
(not infrequently resulting in systematic pogroms and genocide). 

1 he combination of inner group cohesiveness generated by their 
economic role and the economic interests of the richer members of 
the minority middleman community, which promotes nationalism in 
order to secure the domination and exploitation of the poorer mem¬ 
bers of the middleman minorities, is typically manifested in the 
maintenance of a separate religion (Judaism, Armenian Christianity, 
Buddhism, Islam, and so on), customs, neighborhoods, and community 
institutions as well as distinctive culture. 

The typical middleman minority business is a family enterprise 
that often relies heavily on unpaid family labor. If the enterprise 
requires more labor, members of the extended family or nonrelatives 
from the ethnic group, who often come to be treated somewhat like 
kin, are preferred (they often live with the owning family above or 
behind the store). Both paid and unpaid employees tend to work long 
hours for low pay and have a personal loyalty to the owner. Most in 
the smaller enterprises have a not unrealistic hope of either becoming 
partners in the business or receiving sufficient assistance to even¬ 
tually set up their own business. Labor costs in such enterprises 
tend to be especially low, enabling them to survive and grow where 
majority group businesses go bankrupt. 

Middleman minority businesses are not always found in retail 
trade and moneylending. They also tend to concentrate in other 
sectors of small business that do not require the tying up of large 
amounts of capital for any significant amount of time (i.e., are easily 


liquidated or transportable—alien status encourages liquidity). Among 
such occupations are truck farming, which has been a common 
agricultural occupation for Japanese in California, Indians in Natal, 
and Chinese in New Zealand. Trades such as goldsmith, shoemaker, 
barber, jeweler, tailor, restaurant owner, and launderer in which 
Armenians in Syria, Jews in eastern Europe, and Chinese and Jap¬ 
anese in North America have tended to concentrate are also typical 
middleman minority trades (Bonacich 3973). The independent pro¬ 
fessions are a common occupational specialization for North American 
and Western European Jews. 

The ethnic groups that become middleman minorities (e.g., 
Chinese, Asian Indians, Jews, and Armenians) tend to develop similar 
occupational structures wherever they go. suggesting that their role 
must be defined by a combination or some cultural/social background 
traits of these groups as welt as by a functional need for such a 
group in the recipient countries* It is probably the case that the 
typical middleman minority immigrants originate in an area astride 
major trade routes, and thus where commerce was especially im¬ 
portant (e.g., Palestine, Armenia, South China, coastal India), and 
come from a downwardly mobile petty-bourgeois or middle or large 
peasant milieu in the "old country," and migrate overseas in order to 
restore or surpass their family background (in the process most 
typically temporarily engaging in manual labor in order to accumulate 
sufficient capital). These groups have historically been able to reas¬ 
sert their traditional middle class position, in spite of a generation or 
two of poverty, through the use of strong collective discipline, mutual 
assistance, and cooperation, manifested in strong extended family 
ties, trade associations, regional associations, and revolving credit 
societies. Thus, traditional middle class values embodied in distinctive 
institutions that promote sacrifice, saving, mutual support, and a 
strong sense of ethnic honor are able to bridge the generational gap 
in actual class position (see Light 1972; Bonacich 1973). Because host 
societies are so receptive to having a special ethnic group perform the 
middleman functions, once a group gets institutionalized in this role, 
its position is reinforced by both internal and external pressures 
which reproduce that role. New immigrants are, thus, better able to 
succeed in restoring their family background with the aid of their 
ethnic community reinforced by the expectations of the majority 
group. 


“Before the First World War Armenians, together with Jews and Greeks, monopo¬ 
lized the internal commerce of Turkey. In the mid-1950s Asians (from India and 
Pakistan), while waking up only about one percent of the population, dominated trade 
from Durban to Uganda in East Africa (Bonacich 1973). 
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Because of the qualitatively different role of middleman minor¬ 
ities (old or new) in comparison with excluded peoples or specially 
exploited workers, income levels and health or living standards do 
not normally distinguish middleman groups from members of the 
dominant ethnic groups. Once they become established their income 
level generally becomes higher than the average for the majority 
group, as do their health and living standards. 

There are two basic types of structures of mediation: the old 
petty-bourgeois position of classical middleman minorities, and the 
new salaried middle class professional positions, intermediate between 
these two is the transitional status of independent professionals (e.g., 
self-employed doctors, lawyers, dentists) in which many middleman 
minority groups (e.g., Jews) tend to be heavily concentrated. Before 
the era of industrial monopoly capitalism, in all forms of commercial 
societies (the slave mode of production of the ancient world, feudal¬ 
ism, the Asiatic mode of production, early European capitalism, 
capitalist imperialism in the less-developed countries) there was a 
strong tendency for a distinctive ethnic group to become defined as 
shopkeepers, moneylenders, and so on. But in the industrial capital¬ 
ism of the monopoly capitalist era the independent petty bourgeoisie 
in all its manifestations is being replaced by corporate and state 
institutions that employ salaried professionals and managers. Every¬ 
where the survivers of the traditional petty bourgeoisie (many were 
expelled or exterminated when they were displaced from their 
traditional roles by majority group members desirous of appropriating 
their traditional petty privileges) have transformed (or are in the 
process of transforming) themselves into part of the professional 
middle class through the mechanism of educating their sons (using 
accumulated family wealth to build up “human capital’’ in children). 
Thus, while traditionally Jews were overwhelmingly petty traders 
and moneylenders, today in North America and Europe they are 
overwhelmingly professionals. A similar process is underway for 
Chinese, Asian Indians, and Armenians (the degree to which this 
process has been completed is a function of the level of development 

of monopoly capitalist industrialization in the regions in which they 
reside). 

The traditional position of middleman minority is highly visible 
since peasants must interact on a daily basis with people of obviously 
different cultural, linguistic, religious, and often physical character¬ 
istics. They are, thus, obvious and easy targets of racist hostility as 
well as discrimination. On the other hand, those in the new position 
of professional/managerial mediators come to speak the same lan¬ 
guages (with the same accent) as the majority group, as well as adopt 


the dominant culture and religion of the majority middle class. The 
nature of professional work requires a linguistically and culturally 
homogeneous middle class in each country, while the traditional 
middle class structure of trade and moneylending requires interna¬ 
tional ties facilitated by cross-national culturai/linguistic homogeneity 
of the middle class group (and, thus, a contrast with any particular 
group of peasants). As a result, those in the new structures of 
mediation are much less visible to the working class to which they 
minister and supervise (as well as to the capitalist class for which 
they work). Consequently, in times of prosperity and stability, they 
tend to draw relatively little racist hostility, and to suffer relatively 
little discrimination (certainly in comparison to the past of these 
groups). 

However, the professional middle class positions are objectively 
just as much positions of mediation as are the traditional middleman 
minority positions, and as such have the same potential to define 
groups with common ancestory (who often have different physical 
characteristics than the majority group) as a distinct race and to 
generate racist hostility and discrimination (especially in the form of 
restrictive quotas in universities and professional jobs) as well as to 
produce the other forms of racist oppression to which the traditional 
middleman minorities were subject. In times of economic stagnation 
and contraction, when the children of the majority group find it 
difficult to get into college or to get professional jobs, times when 
average working people accumulate hostility that can be directed by 
the upper class at an obvious (and relatively privileged) target, such 
as the Jews (read Chinese, Asians, Armenians, Asian Indians, and so 
on) who are “monopolizing’’ positions in the colleges, professions, and 
so forth, the economic definition and role of any that can be defined 
as a distinct “race” in the new positions of mediation becomes 
precarious. The conversion from old to new mediation status (which 
was largely complete for the German Jews by 1933) does not protect 
against anti-Semitism (or its equivalent for equivalent groups). As 
long as an ethnic group is heavily concentrated in a given economic 
position (whether old or new middle class) it is objectively in a racist 
structure (regardless of the degree of its cultural assimilation or 
surface visibility). 

The Jews 

The Jewish people were dispersed over the Hellenic world of the 
East hundreds of years before the conquest of Jerusalem by the 






382 / CLASS STRUCTURE 

Romans.* It has been estimated that only about one-fourth lived in 
the independent Jewish kingdom of Palestine in this period. Hebrew 
had already ceased to be a spoken language. Most Jews in Palestine 
spoke Aramic {the language spoken by Christ), a major trading 
language of the Near East. Many others scattered around the Near 
East spoke Greek as their native language. Most of the Jews that still 
lived in Palestine in the seventh century A.D. were converted to 
Islam, just as were other neighboring peoples. (Most of the Palestinian 
Arabs of the twentieth century are, thus, descended from pre-Islamic 
Jews.) The Jews in the area who did not convert to Islam were 
mostly merchants. Throughout their long history whenever Jews 
failed to constitute a distinct commercial class they assimilated. For 
thousands of years to be Jewish meant to be engaged in commerce.t 
Their location astride the major trade routes between Egypt and 
the Mesopotamian and Syrian worlds together with an environment 
rather unsuited for agriculture led the Jewish people into commerce 
and related occupations that carried them far and wide through the 
Mediterranean world and the Near East. It should be noted that the 
immediate northern neighbor of the Jews, the Phoenicians, also 
became a trading people, albeit sea traders rather than land traders, 
for much the same reason, Lebanon, unlike Palestine, had both forests 
of cedar for shipbuilding and many good harbors (thus accounting for 
the difference between the two). The dispersion of the Jews was 
facilitated by the fact that most of the common peasants through the 
Mediterranean world and the Near East were involved in a natural, 
noncommercial economy. Such peasants (who provided their surplus 
production to the state as tax) needed only a few necessities such as 
salt and metals from outside and thus welcomed the foreigners who 
provided such goods. Their position was also consolidated by the fact 
that the ruling classes of first Greeks then Romans generally despised 
trade. Contrary to popular myth, Jewish culture and identity has 
been preserved down through the ages (longer than any other West- 


*This section relies very heavily on Leon 1950 and Pinson 1946. 
tit is clear that there are no physical features held in common by Jews that could 
specify them as a distinct biologically based group whose traits are primarily a product 
of common descent from a homogeneous group originating in Palestine. Jewish people 
throughout the world take on the physical characteristics of the people among whom 
they reside for any length of time (both because of sexual relationships and conver¬ 
sions}. European Jews look like Christian Europeans. Asiatic Jews like other Asians, 
Ethiopian Jews like other Ethiopians, and so on. The Jews of the Mediterranean basin, 
where a majority of the population is brunette, are also dark-haired. In northern 
Europe where the population j$ mostly blond the Jews are also predominantly blond. 
One study found that the Jews of southwestern Germany were 60 percent blond 
(Snyder 1939, p. 305). 
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ern tradition) not in spite of their diaspora but precisely because of it. 
This is because of the vital, distinctive, and continuous economic role 
performed by the Jews, a function that could only be performed in 
diaspora throughout the commercial world. 

There were many wealthy Jewish traders at the peak of the 
Roman Empire. Most of the rest of the Jews in the Roman world 
were smaller traders, artisans, and peddlers. As trade declined, 
especially after protoserfdom was instituted around A.D. 300, the 
relative economic position of the Jews was enhanced. The ruling 
classes still needed luxury products from the East, and the Jews, 
utilizing their wide-ranging commercial network, became practically 
the sole intermediaries. Being Jewish and being a merchant became 
even more synonomous. 

In the first part of the Middle Ages (especially from the ninth to 
the twelfth century) with the full development of the natural economy 
of serfdom and manors, the Jews dominated commerce. At this time, 
as wealthy merchants Jews were considered to be part of the upper 
class, with a juridical position not much different than the nobility. 
In feudal society the landlord class needed the Jews and the Jews 
needed the landlords (as protectors). Their communities in France 
(and Spain) became the international centers of Jewish life. People 
desirous of attaining wealth sometimes converted to Judaism, while 
Jews who became landlords came under great pressure to become 
Christians or Moslems. In general, Jews who became agriculturalists 
or entered other occupations soon gave up Judaism. The Jews were 
the caste of merchants, with Judaism the religion of this caste. 

But with the general revival of commerce in the European world 
in the thirteenth century, the Jews were pushed out of their tradi¬ 
tional monopoly of trade by a rising Christian commercial bourgeoisie. 
The commercial monopoly of the Jews was an obstacle the nascent 
bourgeoisie had to overcome. As they were forced to abandon their 
commercial role, the Jews applied their accumulated fortunes to 
moneylending (usury). (Jews had traditionally practiced usury as a 
supplement to their commercial business.) Usury is a necessary 
supplement to the natural economy of peasants who must rely on 
loans to purchase necessary seeds or equipment in exceptional times. 
The lords and kings were reliant on Jewish moneylenders. The Jews 
fleeced the nobles and the kings fleeced the Jews. The Jews became a 
mechanism by which wealth was transferred to the king. 

As money became more abundant, the nobility s reliance on 
Jewish moneylenders decreased. Kings now renounced their debts to 
the Jews and often expelled them from their countries as ‘ parasites. 
The role of usurer became unbearable because it became unnecessary 
Kings established other mechanisms to acquire money. This happened 
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in England in 1290, in France a number of times but decisively in 
1392, and in Spain in 1492, Some Jews became assimilated as part of 
the rising national bourgeoisies, others became petty usurers in Italy 
and Germany (especially in their more backward regions). Others 
moved to the eastern empires, and by way of Germany eventually to 
Poland and adjacent eastern European countries. The economic 
collapse of the Jews in the West brought an era of persecution. 

The Jews came to thrive east of the Elbe, where serfdom was 
instituted in response to the growth of economic demand from west¬ 
ern Europe for agricultural exports. The institution of feudal relations 
of production after the fifteenth century in eastern Europe required a 
caste of geographically mobile traders and moneylenders intermediate 
in status between the nobility and the immobile and recently enserfed 
peasantry. 

The logic of the world capitalist system and its differential 
requirement for a distinctive commercial caste was thus responsible 
for the movement of the Jewish center of gravity from France and 
Spain to Poland and western Russia by way of Germany. In eastern 
Europe the Jews assumed the roles of traders and moneylenders that 
they had held for hundreds of years in western Europe, both to the 
peasantry and to the upper class. And, as in western Europe, the 
vital economic functions they performed ensured their protection by 
the nobility and its state. Jews also frequently came to manage the 
commercial, and sometimes even the agricultural, enterprises of the 
nobility. Many Jews became artisans, especially in the production of 
goods for Jewish traders (e.g., furriers, tailors, goldsmiths, jewelers, 
and so on). 

A significant portion of Polish Jews in the eighteenth century 
were located in the smaller villages, operating under the protection of 
the nobility as innkeepers, traders, and stewards of the noble-owned 
mills, estates, distilleries, dairy farms, bridges, breweries, and so on. 
In some areas, the nobles farmed out entire villages to Jews to rule 
and extract income from (in exchange for a fee). Polish landlords 
were generally eager to have Jews settle in their towns so as to 
stimulate the development of handicrafts and commerce as well as to 
increase the profitability of the nobles’ enterprises through their 
managerial skills. 

Excluded from the craft guilds, Jewish artisans in Poland oper¬ 
ated outside of their restrictions. Before the nineteenth century 
Jewish artisans were thus at the forefront of developing new methods 
of work (e.g„ the production of standardized articles) as well as new 
methods of organization (capitalism). 

Until World War II the Jews played the central role in commerce 
in eastern Europe, occupying both the higher and lower level posi¬ 


tions. Jews made up about one-third of the urban population and 
controlled about 60 to 75 percent of the commerce and 40 to 50 
percent of industry and handicrafts as well. In 1818 in the Ukraine 
87 percent of Jews were in commerce and another 12 percent were 
artisans. In Budapest 62 percent of all Jews in 1900 were in business, 
this declined to 51 percent in 1920 and 40 percent in 1935. In 1910, 
47 percent of all those employed in Hungarian business and banking 
were Jews; in 1935, 30 percent. In Warsaw in 1882, 79 percent of all 
Jews were engaged in business; in 1921, 60 percent', and in 1935, 48 
percent. In 1897, 75 percent of all those engaged in business and 
banking in Poland were Jews; in 1935, 58 percent. In Lithuania in 
1897, 86 percent of all those in business and banking were Jews; in 
1935] 55 percent. In Latvia in 1897, 45 percent were Jews, and in 
1935, 32 percent (Weinryb 1946, p. 32; Leon 1950, p. 195). It is clear 
that the Jews of central and eastern Europe were defined by their 
middleman minority status as traders and small businessmen. 

The destruction of feudal relations of production and the process 
of all-around commercialization and the growth of capitalism in 
eastern Europe in the last half of the nineteenth century wreaked 
havoc with the Jewish people. From the 1860s the Jewish domination 
of trade in central Europe came under a growing challenge from the 
increasing number of Christian competition. A strong anti-Semitic 
movement grew up coincident with the general rise of nationalism 
(and anti-foreign sentiments) throughout Europe. After the emancipa¬ 
tion of the Russian serfs in 1861, many peasants as well as small 
landlords were displaced by commercialization. The general economic 
trends of the last third of the nineteenth century manifested in lower 
prices for agricultural commodities and economic concentration re¬ 
sulted in the displacement of many peasants from the land through¬ 
out central Europe and their concentration in cities, in many cases as 
petty traders and handicraftsmen in competition with the Jews. New 
industrial and commercial cities came to supplant the small towns 
and fairs that the Jews traditionally dominated. The relatively 
economically well-off position of many Jews in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century was increasingly coveted by their competitors. 

Increasingly squeezed out of commerce many Jews immigrated to 
the rising cities and larger towns where they came to live in distinc¬ 
tively Jewish ghettos. In 1847, 5 percent of Russian Jews lived m 
cities; in 1897, 28 percent; and in 1926, 50 percent {Leon 1950, p, 
216). The increasing exclusion of Jews from traditional commercial 
monopolies (a repeat of the process that had occurred a half a mi - 
lenium before in western Europe) induced by the transition to 
capitalist relations of production caused class differentiation to occur 
among Jews. Many Jewish artisans were reduced to wage laborers in 
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those industries where their skills were appropriate (typically working 
for Jewish capitalists, who themselves evolved from the merchants 
selling the traditional goods manufactured and sold by Jews). In the 
latter part of the nineteenth century a significant Jewish proletariat 
was created for the first time in almost 2,000 years. Jewish capital 
and a Jewish proletariat grew up in garments, furs, jewelry, and 
other light consumer goods, generally in small shops rather than 
factories. These enterprises suffered disproportionately from seasonal 
unemployment, bad working conditions, and low wages. In Poland in 
1921 about 25 percent of Jews were workers or employees, in 
Germany in 1907 about 62 percent, and in Russia in 1925 about 15 
percent. During these years about two-thirds of Jewish workers, 
however, worked in shops (compared to about 25 percent of non- 
Jews). In 1930 about 45 percent of European Jewish workers were in 
the clothing trades (compared to 9 percent of non-Jews). In Poland in 
1931 about 59 percent of Jewish workers were artisans (compared to 
33 percent of non-Jews). And 23 percent of non-Jews worked in 
medium or large industry, compared to 4 percent of Jews (Leon 1950, 

pp. 218, 220). 

The hostility against the Jews in eastern Europe was immense. 
The peasants hated them because of their role as traders, money¬ 
lenders, and purchasers. The rising capitalist class was anti-Semitic, 
both because they resented the Jews’ low-cost competition, and 
because anti-Semitism deflected criticism away from them. The Slavic 
and other Christian petty bourgeois despised them most of all because 
of the rigorous competition in those sectors into which increasing 
numbers of non-Jews were being forced by economic dislocations. The 
landed upper classes, meanwhile, became less dependent on the Jews’ 
unique economic contribution as other groups and institutions came 
increasingly to play their role. Thus without their traditional protec¬ 
tor in the nobility, and with rising popular hostility, anti-Semitism 
blossomed. 

In areas of central Europe such as Silesia and central Poland 
(e.g., in Lodz and Bialystok) where industry was especially despised 
by both landlords and peasants, Jews came to own considerable 
amounts of industrial capital. Such early capitalist activities were 
sufficient to give a certain amount of credibility to the anti-Semitic 
claim that capitalism was a “Jewish invention,” thus facilitating the 
channeling of much hostility against capitalism into anti-Semitism 
(which the Socialists tended to combat with the slogan "anti-Sem¬ 
itism is the socialism of fools”). As time passed the non-Jewish 
capitalists, which comprised the predominant segment almost every¬ 
where, found it convenient to scapegoat Jewish capital, thereby 
deflecting hostility from themselves, while at the same time restrict¬ 
ing their competitors. 


But it is exactly because the Jews no longer played the role as a 
major commercial force that was attributed to them that anti-Semitic 
persecution was able to assume such a magnitude in the 1930s and 
1940s, No longer playing an important role in the dominant economic 
system, the myth of the Jew as “exploiter" could be safely resurrected 
and the jews easily destroyed, all in order to deflect hostility from 
the capitalist system that was, in fact, the real cause of the bank¬ 
ruptcy of the independent petty bourgeoisie (where anti-Semitism 
was the most venemous), the unemployment among the salaried 
petty bourgeois (where anti-Semitism was equally vicious); and the 
unemployment and destitution of working people and peasants—who 
too often fell for the “socialism of fools,” 

There had periodically been violent pogroms against Jews in the 
late Middle Ages in the more commercial areas of western Europe. 
Pogroms again became institutionalized now in the czarist empire 
after 1871. The first of the major modern pogroms was initiated by 
Greek merchants who wanted to eliminate Jewish competition in 
Odessa during Easter week of 1871. There were three days of 
massacres, synagogue defilings, and plundering of property, with 
both Greeks and Russians participating. The czarist government, at 
first somewhat apprehensive about pogroms, within a few years 
became complicit in them, not only ordering the police and militia not 
to suppress them, but often itself initiating them as a way to deflect 
hostility away from itself in times of depression or rebellion—and 
“blame the Jews.” Especially severe official and officially sanctioned 
persecution of the Jews set in after the assassination of Czar 
Alexander II in 1881. During 1881 there were 215 recorded pogroms 
against Jews that the authorities either instigated or sanctioned by 
their refusal to protect Jews (Vishniak 1946). 

The interwar period in eastern Europe saw a continuation of 
strongly anti-Semitic activities. With a decline in markets in the 
1930s, competition for customers became all the more intense, and 
hence anti-Semitism among the petty bourgeois greatly intensified, 
playing the same role for this class as imperialist nationalism did for 
the large bourgeoisie (both justified a vigorous fight for markets). 
Newly independent Poland passed restrictive legislation against jews. 
They were forbidden to acquire land, required to pay special taxes, 
and were eliminated from certain industries such as salt, tobacco, 
and matches (Mahler 1946). 

The systematic Nazi-organized genocide of the Jews in the 1940s 
must be understood as a product of the logic of the world capitalist 
system. Expelled from their traditional vital economic role, there was 
no room for them in the crisis-ridden capitalism of the 1930s (except 
as scapegoats for the hostility of the desperate masses of that decade). 
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Jews were the first to be eliminated by decaying feudalism and the 
last to be integrated into capitalism, making their position extremely 
precarious. Pushed out of their traditional commercial occupations 
and forced to stay on the margins of capitalist enterprise, the Jewish 
people in eastern Europe attempted to transform themselves into part 
of the new and rapidly growing professional petty bourgeoisie. But 
here too. especially in the 1930s, they met extreme resentment from 
others scrambling to obtain petty-bourgeois status, and as a result 
they were largely excluded. In the 1923*33 period, 25 percent of 
Polish university enrollment was Jewish {Jews were about 10 percent 
of Polish society), but in the 1933-36 period it was 13 percent. In 
Hungary Jewish university enrollment declined from 32 percent in 
1918 to 11 percent in 1931 (Leon 1950, p. 230). Pushed out of com¬ 
mercial life, denied access to the professions, and with emigration out 
of eastern Europe partially dosed (after 1924 the United States would 
no longer take eastern European immigrants) massive unemployment, 
economic destitution, and despair set in for what was becoming 
increasingly a redundant (excluded) population. 

The high level of anti-Semitism generated by the distinctive 
Jewish economic role in eastern Europe was reflected in the differen¬ 
tial treatment of the Jews by the anti-Nazi resistance movements 
during the World War II period. In western Europe (e.g., France, the 
Netherlands, Denmark) the local population generally helped the Jews 
and opposed Nazi anti-Semitic measures. But in eastern Europe (espe¬ 
cially in Poland, Lithuania, and Latvia), the anti-Semitic pogroms of 
the Nazis were generally popular with the local population (who in 
some cases actively assisted the Nazi extermination effort). Even 
after the defeat of the Nazis, the relatively few surviving eastern 
European Jew's returning to their native cities and villages often 
received a hostile welcome. In the two years after liberation about 
1,000 Polish Jews were killed by anti-Semitic Poles (Mahler 1946, p. 
171). 

The systematic persecution of the Jews drove many to leave the 
czarist empire for the United States (until immigration was closed 
first by the war in 1914 then by U.S. legislation in 1924). While in 
the 1871-80 period approximately 8,000 to 10,000 Jews a year emi- 
grated from the czarist empire, between 1881 and 1900* between 
50,000 and 60,000 did so. In the 1901 to 1914 period the annual 
average rose to about 150,000 (Leon 1950, p. 200). Although many 
immigrated to western Europe, Canada, and Latin America, the 
majority came to the United States. The systematic persecution com¬ 
bined with their increasingly destitute economic position forced more 
and more Jew's to leave the Russian Empire. 

Anti-Semitism in the United States did not become a significant 
force until the beginning of the massive immigration of impoverished 


eastern European Jews in the 1890s. This early anti-Semitism was 
based in hostility toward a specially exploited people, since most of 
these Jewish immigrants were workers (largely in the clothing indus¬ 
try). Anti-Semitism peaked in the United States both intellectually 
and in its popular form in the early 1920s (at the time of the greatest 
strength of the Ku Klux Klan and the movement for immigration 
restriction). The Klan stressed the supremacy of the white Nordic 
race against the Semitic Jews, and the Catholic and racially inferior 
"Alpine" and “Mediterranean races” (all of which were at that time 
overwhelmingly concentrated in the working class). Beginning in 
1920, Henry Ford launched a virulent anti-Semitic campaign. Ford 
argued that, “The founding fathers were men of Anglo-Saxon-Celtic 
race. . . . Tnto the camp of this race comes a people {the Jews] that 
has no civilization to point to, no aspiring religion, no universal 
speech, no great achievement in any realm but the realm of ‘get’.. 
(Gossett 1963, p. 372). In the early 1920s Columbia University 
instituted an admissions quota to limit the number of Jewish students 
(as did Princeton, New York University, and Williams College). Resi¬ 
dential restrictions that prevented Jews from buying property in 
certain neighborhoods as well as a wide range of exclusionary 
covenants and practices became general in this period (see Gossett 
1963, p. 372). 

Arriving in the United States typically economically destitute, 
most Jewish refugees began life as menial laborers, heavily con¬ 
centrated in the garment industry (especially around New York City) 
where they could use their traditional artisan skills and find employ¬ 
ment (at especially low wages) often working in small Jewish-owned 
shops. In 1920 in the United States 75 percent of Jews were workers 
and employees (Leon 1950, p. 218). The vast majority of the immi¬ 
grant Jewish workers from east Europe had recently been in the 
petty bourgeoisie and very much retained the desire to return to that 
status, if not for themselves, then for their children. They generally 
worked exceptionally hard, built a strong and militant trade union 
movement, and, in fact, within two generations were able to fully 
restore the traditional Jewish petty-bourgeois position, although now 
mostly in the independent and salaried professions rather than as 
petty traders and moneylenders. 

In 1971, 70.0 percent of all employed Jewish men in the United 
States were professional and managerial, and only 11.0 percent were 
manual working class (craftsworkers. operatives, service, or laborers). 
Fully 72.3 percent of Jewish men between the age of 25 and 29 were 
college graduates and another 16.5 percent had at least some college 
education. Of all Jewish men. 60.4 percent had at least some college 
(American Jewish Committee 1973, pp. 280, 284). 
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It should be noted that the heavy concentration of Jewish people 
in the salaried professions, while it essentially restored the traditional 
petty-bourgeois Jewish position, has had different results than their 
traditional near monopoly on trade and moneylending. The ethnic 
integration of salaried professions implies cultural assimilation. There 
is no longer an economic basis for a distinctive Jewish language (such 
as Yiddish) or for distinctive customs. Intermarriage is now common. 
A study of Jews in Boston in the 1960s found that among families in 
which at least one partner was Jewish and in which the husband 
was 51 and over, only 3 percent were in mixed marriages, but in 
families in which the husband was 30 or under, 20 percent were 
(Sktare 1971, p. 190).* 

Judaism as a religion is dying out. It is now practiced much less 
frequently than are the Christian denominations prevalent in the 
working class. A study of Boston Jews in the 1960s found that 62 
percent never attended religious services except perhaps on High 
Holy Days (this compares with 24 percent for the general population). 
Another study in New York City found that 12 percent of native-born 
Jews and 34 percent of foreign-born Jews attended religious services 
at least once a month, compared to a city wide average of 55 percent 
(62 percent among blacks, 67 percent among Puerto Ricans, and 90 
percent among the Irish) (Sklare 1971, pp, 118,120, 121). 

However, we should not dismiss the possibility that anti-Sem¬ 
itism could once again become a major force in the West. After all, 
the most intensive persecution of the Jews happened in the middle of 
the twentieth century in one of the most advanced capitalist countries 
of the world, where, it must be stressed, most Jews were culturally 
assimilated into German society (unlike as was the case in eastern 
Europe). The high concentration of jews in the professions could well 
once again target them by the rest of the petty bourgeoisie in a time 
of economic crisis and a shortage of professional positions, especially 
if scapegoats are needed to deflect the hostility of the middle and 
working classes away from capital (and if the excluded segment of 
blacks proves not to be adequate for the purpose). There may well 
once again be a need to construct a racialist conspiracy theory 
involving the "cunning” Jews who are allegedly behind both the big 
banks and the radical Left, e.g., a resurrection of the Protocols of the 


*It should be noted that in pre-1930 Germany, intermarriage rates in major 
German cities were, for newlyweds, higher. For example, in Berlin in the 1901-4 
period. 15 percent of all marriages involving Jews were mixed marriages; in 1929, 29 
percent (Leon 1950, p. 223). This, together with a high concentration of German-born 
Jews in the professions, indicates a high level of Jewish assimilation in German (unlike 
Polish) society. 


Elders of Zion, a forgery of the czarist secret police dating from the 
1880s that was designed to show how the Jews were responsible for 
all the ills suffered by the masses of the Russian people. The future 
of anti-Semitism is open. 

The Chinese 

The impact of the expanding world capitalist economy on China, 
especially its southern coastal area around Canton, disrupted tradi¬ 
tional rural life. Millions of small landowning peasants and artisans 
were displaced from their traditional occupations, The inhibition of 
industrialization (imposed by the coalition of foreign imperialist 
interests) desiring only to export their manufactured goods to the 
lucrative Chinese market, and local landlord-comprador merchant 
interests, blocked the absorption of most of the displaced peasants 
and artisans into alternative urban occupations. As a result there 
developed a massive surplus population of people with more or less 
petty-bourgeois backgrounds and orientations subsisting at a near 
starvation level, desperate for any means to stay alive. Millions of 
this surplus population did die in the periodic mass famines that 
increasingly engulfed China through the 1940s. Millions of others 
looked overseas for employment, selling their labor (for the most part 
as contract laborers, or "coolies") to labor contractors who auctioned 
them off to labor-hungry capitalists all around the Pacific rim 
(especially in Southeast Asia). Their desperate condition (equivalent 
to that of the displaced Irish of the post-1840s famine migration) led 
them to accept the most humiliating employment at extremely low 
wages. Those Chinese that were forced by starvation to become 
contract laborers, as was true of almost alt those who left Europe to 
secure jobs overseas, left mostly with the intention of earning money, 
remitting it to support their families in China, and eventually return¬ 
ing with enough savings to reestablish themselves as petty-bourgeois 
small landowning peasants or urban small businessmen (Simoniya 
1961, p. 13). 

In the last half of the nineteenth century, and through the 1930s, 
large numbers of economically desperate Chinese were displaced into 
Southeast Asia to provide contract labor for the rapidly expanding 
plantations and mines operated by British, French, Dutch, and, even¬ 
tually, American capital. The typical labor contract arrangement 
involved a “deduction" from the workers’ wages for the costs of 
transport and the commission of the brokers as well as for the use of 
barracks, clothes, and food. This arrangement often left the laborers 
in long-term relations of debt peonage to those who had bought their 
contracts. It was not unusual for the coolie to have a status little 
different from a slave (at least for the duration of the labor contract). 
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In 1880 the Dutch in Indonesia introduced a coolie statute that 
gave the plantation owners in most of the islands (Java excluded) the 
right to administer justice and legally inflict punishment on the 
contract laborers for the duration of their legally binding contracts. 
While initial labor contracts were generally for terms of between one 
and three years, a wide range of ruses and manipulations, as well as 
the occasional use of force, was employed to extend the contracts. 
Between 1912 and 1932 a quarter of a million Chinese contract 
laborers were imported into Indonesia (Simoniya 1961, p. 91). 

In some areas the Chinese have continued to be a significant 
percentage of the working class, most notably Singapore (where the 
Chinese became the overwhelming majority of the entire population), 
Burnei. Sarawak, and Thailand (at the end of the 1930s about two- 
thirds of the urban Thai working class was Chinese) (Simoniya 1961, 
p. 95). 

But in general the experience of the Chinese in Southeast Asia 
(as well as in the rest of the world) paralleled that of the Jews. After 
a generation or so of hard menial labor they were generally able to 
reestablish their traditional position as petty bourgeois, mostly as 
middlemen in the retail trade, moneylending, and related activities. 
They came to operate between the dominant Western-owned capital 
and the local populations (performing the function of mediation). 

The function of buying up raw material from the indigenous 
petty producers (peasants and artisans) and selling wholesale to 
Western-dominated big business became almost exclusively the pre¬ 
rogative of immigrant middlemen ethnic groups, predominantly 
Chinese, but also including (especially in Burma) Indians. Neither 
Europeans nor the local populations played much of a role in the 
intermediate trade (with the partial exception of Indonesia, where 
many Dutch did play such a role). The Chinese also came to pre¬ 
dominate in retail shops. The Chinese thus became an essential part 
of the reorganization of traditional Southeast Asian social structure 
by imperialism. As a result of their mediating position (just as hap¬ 
pened to the Jews in Europe and the Armenians in Turkey), they 
experienced considerable hostility from the indigenous populations. 
Further, the Europeans felt contemptuous toward them. They re¬ 
garded themselves as superior to the caste of petty merchants and 
moneylenders (Simoniya 1961, pp. 42,81). 

In Cambodia in 1962-63, 95 percent of all those engaged in 
commerce were Chinese, while 84 percent of all economically active 
Chinese were engaged in commerce. Although perhaps a bit more 
concentrated than the average for Southeast Asia this pattern was 
typical for most of Southeast Asia from Burma and Vietnam to 
Indonesia and the Philippines. The Chinese in the Philippines in 1932 
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conduced about 75 percent of all retail trade. At the beginning of the 
1930s over 80 percent of the retail trade in South Vietnam was 
handled by Chinese (who were concentrated in the more commercial 
south of the country). In Java in 1930, 58 percent of all Chinese were 
in trade and commerce in 1931. In Thailand Chinese traders repre¬ 
sented 87 percent of the Chinese population in 1937. Chinese 
merchants have traditionally dominated the Thai rice trade. The 
Chinese came to perform a good part of the petty trading function in 
the Caribbean basin. 

For example, in 1943 64 percent of all Chinese in Jamaica were 
engaged in commerce (this represented one-fourth of ail male wage 
earners in trade). In addition to being petty traders and moneylenders, 
the Chinese were also often granted special commercial rights by the 
local rulers and colonial powers, including the right to collect taxes 
(on commission), and monopolies on the sale of salt, tobacco, alcohol, 
gambling houses, and so on (Bonacich 1973; Simoniya 1961, pp. 57, 
59). 

The explanation of the development of the Chinese position as 
middlemen throughout Southeast Asia (as well as in other parts of 
the Pacific rim and Caribbean) is to be found in an overdetermination 
of supply and demand factors. A surplus population was being pushed 
out of the most commercialized areas of China—a noncolony in which 
there was relatively little foreign direct investment in plantations or 
mines, and consequently little concern about keeping a surplus labor 
force in China. The displaced population was especially commercial 
(petty bourgeois) in orientation because it came from the traditionally 
most commercialized areas of South China where land had long been 
a commodity and markets were well developed (unlike most of the 
rest of the non-European world). The colonial powers badly needed 
an ethnically distinct middle caste group to mediate between them¬ 
selves and the local people (for all the reasons elaborated above), and 
found the Chinese the most available source for the region. Last, the 
pre-European strong Chinese role in trade and commerce that they 
had achieved in their own right provided a preexisting network into 
which the new Chinese laborers could integrate (sources of loans, 
preferred customers, sources of experience, “role models, and so on). 
The hostility of both the indigenous populations as well as the con¬ 
tempt of the colonial masters (both against the preexisting Chinese 
traders and against the new coolie laborers, both of which were now 
associated with imperialist domination) forced both the old and new 
Chinese together, reproducing (if not creating) a separate ethnic iden¬ 
tity as Chinese, and a consequent willingness to help each other. 

There was a Chinese presence in much of Southeast Asian 
commerce before the trade of that region came to be dominated by 
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European capital. From the middle of the seventeenth century the 
Chinese played an important part in the commerce, the trades, and 
mining in the region. Chinese immigrants to the Philippines as well 
as Java introduced sugarcane production. They opened up mines in 
northern Vietnam. Burma, Malaya, and Thailand. Chinese traders 
first organized tobacco, pepper, and vanilla plantations in a number 
of Southeast Asian countries. As the European commercial presence 
in the region grew stronger, the Chinese were increasingly crowded 
out of the more lucrative markets of the region and displaced into 
retailing (consolidating their position as intermediaries between the 
more lucrative Western-run enterprises and the indigenous popula¬ 
tions). The Chinese also expanded their position in both moneylending 
and in marginal productive enterprises (e.g.. mining) that had been 
abandoned as not sufficiently profitable by Westerners. As late as 
1910 Chinese capital still accounted for 78 percent of Malayan tin 
output but by 1929 only 39 percent). Between 1906 and 1937 their 
share of Thai tin production was reduced from almost 100 percent to 
38 percent (Simoniya 1961, p. 39,48,66). 

Large numbers of Chinese contract laborers were imported into 
the western United States in the 1850s and 1860s (largely as con¬ 
struction laborers for the railroads). With the completion of the cross¬ 
country line in 1869, and the forced exclusion of Chinese from 
mineral mining that occurred at about the same time, the Chinese 
became concentrated in California as agricultural labor. 

In 1854 Chinese were barred from giving testimony in court 
cases involving whites (this had long been the case with American 
Indians). In California, racial hostility against the Chinese grew after 
the 1860s. In 1870 the first popular demonstrations against Chinese 
immigration were held and in 1871 the first Chinese were lynched. In 
1876 the state of California asked the U.S. Congress to bar further 
Chinese immigration. The first Chinese exclusion act was passed by 
the U.S. Congress in 1882 (further legislation in 1888 and 1892 closed 
the loopholes in this law and effectively barred all further Chinese 
immigration until the 1960s) (Gossett 1963, pp. 290-91). Chinese and 
other Asians were prohibited from acquiring U.S. citizenship through 
naturalization. Although the big agricultural farmers who used cheap 
Chinese labor fought it, a coalition of small farmers, capital-intensive 
manufacturers (concerned about cheap competition), and organized 
labor was able to implement the anti-Chinese legislation. This, to¬ 
gether with mob actions, eventually resulted in the exclusion of 
Chinese from agriculture and industry, and the actual expulsion of 
many from the country. The peak of anti-Chinese pogroms was 
reached in the early 1890s. The Chinese were physically run out of 
most towns and cities of the West. It was not until 1943 that Chinese 
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could be naturalized as U.S. citizens (for Koreans and Japanese 
becoming a citizen was not possible until 1952). 

The Chinese were, however, soon replaced by Japanese immi¬ 
grants, at first in the new (and especially menial) sugar beet industn', 
particularly in northern California (Mexicans at this time came in¬ 
creasingly to be used as menials in southern California). The Japanese 
were mostly displaced peasant farmers in Japan who had the skills 
and motivation to establish themselves as small farmers in California. 
Well organized and persistent, considerable numbers of Japanese 
succeeded in saving enough money to become small landowners as 
well as urban small businessmen (see McWilliams 1935, chap. 7). 

The Japanese utilizing the traditional methods of middleman 
minorities (e.g., especially hard work, thrift, community support, 
drive to reestablish themselves as petty-bourgeois farmers) began to 
purchase farmland and transform themselves into efficient labor- 
intensive small farmers. In 1900 the Japanese held less than 5.000 
acres of California farmland; in 1905, 62,000; and by 1910, 195,000. 
By 1914 they held 300,000 acres and in 1920, 458,000 (Bonacich and 
Modell 1981, p. 42). 

As long as the Japanese were concentrated as rural wage laborers 
little hostility developed toward them—they threatened neither the 
Californian European work force (that did not compete for the same 
especially menial jobs as the Japanese were taking in California 
agriculture in the 1890-1910 period) nor the small farmers (the first 
Japanese landowners tended to buy waste land and convert it to rice 
production). Increasingly, however, hostility developed against the 
Japanese as they came to buy the better agricultural land from the 
European small farm owners facing competition from the Japanese 
(who were often willing to work longer hours and more intensely for 
less profit than Europeans, and were driving up the value of land 
both because of the increases in productivity they were responsible 
for and because of the numbers of Japanese attempting to become 
landowners) and from the big growers who did not want their cheap 
labor force to leave the fields. Pressure against the Japanese farmers 
mounted until 1913 when California passed its Alien Land Act, which 
prohibited most Japanese (as well as other Asians) from buying lan . 
Hostility against the Japanese peaked in the 1941-45 period when all 
Japanese west of the Mississippi River (90 percent of all U.S. 
Japanese)—native born, citizens, foreign born and noncitizens alike— 
were “relocated” in concentration camps throughout the Western 
states. Given between two days and two weeks to liquidate all their 
property, the Japanese suffered catastrophic economic losses during 

this period. 
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As the Japanese laborers left the fields they were in good 
replaced by Hindus (who came to California largely by way of BriS 
Columbia). But they too, although excellent menial laborers tended 
to save them money and attempted to transform themselves S 
small landowners. Most of California Hindus returned to India ate 
the passing of the Alien Land Act in 1913 and the exclurionarv 
immigration act of 1924. In the post-World War I period (STS 
Depression) Mexicans became the primary labor force in California 
agriculture (see the latter part of Chapter I I) Californian 

The Chinese remaining in the United States after the 1880s 
became heavily concentrated in retail trade, especially in restaurant 
and laundries. By 1920 appioxima.ely half of all economica y a™ 
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$12,515. In the case of the Chinese this was 7 percent higher than 
white family income and 1.75 times greater than black family income. 
In the case of the Japanese it was 36 percent higher than white 
family income and 2.06 times black family income (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census 1970b, Tables 5, 6,7,9, 18,19, 23,24). 

The Chinese and Japanese in the United States are heavily 
middle class. In 1970 in the United States 40.4 percent of all Chinese 
men aged 16 or over were either administrators or professionals. 
This compares with the U.S. average of 25.4 percent. Further, 9.7 
percent of all economically active Chinese (and 10.1 percent of all 
economically active Japanese) as compared with 7.7 percent for the 
entire population were self-employed, The median number of years of 
education for Chinese men in 1970 was 12.4, for Japanese men it was 
12.6 (compared with the average for whites of 12.2). 

In 1970, 67 percent of all second-generation Japanese males born 
after 1934 (and over 25 years of age) were middle class (54 percent 
professionals, 7 percent farm owners, and 6 percent managers and 
proprietors). Of those born before 1915 an identical percentage were 
middle class, but the occupational composition was quite different— 
14 percent were professionals, 29 percent farmers, and 25 percent 
managers and proprietors (Bonacich and Modell 1981, p. 137). In 
1965, 60 percent of all employed male third-generation Japanese- 
Americans were professionals, 2 percent were farmers, and 7 percent 
managers and proprietors (Bonacich and Modell 1981, pp. 239-40). 

Before World War II Asians were heavily concentrated in the 
traditional positions of middlemen; however, since World War II they 
have been largely transformed into professionals. It is of interest to 
note that 20 percent of the undergraduates at the University of 
California at Berkeley in 1980 were Asians (while 9 percent of the 
population of the Bay Area counties that produce the majority of 
Berkeley’s students were Asians). In 1966, 5.2 percent of Berkeley’s 
students were Asian. University of California administrators have 
predicted that the student body will be 40 percent Asian by 1990. At 
the same time, 16 percent of UCLA’s undergraduates ivere Asian. 
Thirty-nine percent of the Asians graduating from California’s high 
schools in the late 1970s were in the upper 12.5 percent of their class 
(and thus were automatically admitted to one of the University of 
California’s campuses). This compares with 16.5 percent of whites, 
5.0 percent of blacks, and 4.7 percent of Ladinos (New York Times, 
April 9, 1981, p. 10). The experience of the Jews, Chinese, and 
Japanese is strikingly similar. All three groups have successfully 
converted their traditional independent petty-bourgeois position into 
that of new middle class professionals, thereby preserving their struc¬ 
tural position as mediators between capital and the working class. 
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It should be noted, however, that 38,6 percent of all Chinese men 
in 1970, compared with 36.0 percent of the national average, were in 
menial occupations. This reflects the post-1965 immigration of large 
numbers of relatively unskilled Chinese into the United States. There 
is, thus, a considerable gap in the Chinese community reflecting the 
intergenerational upward mobility of the Chinese who have been in 
the United States for some time on the one hand and the mass of 
menial laborers and shopkeepers who have recently immigrated on 
the other. 

Although, like the Jews, disproportionate numbers of Chinese 
and Japanese in the United States have attained petty-bourgeois 
status and relatively high income levels, this does not immunize 
them from either racist hostility from those who resent their advance, 
or from future intense outbreaks of racism in a crisis situation. In 
fact, it targets them. The fact that the Jews, Chinese, and Japanese 
can be targeted because of their distinctive economic position (how¬ 
ever minor their contemporary differences with the dominant culture) 
means that their position remains precarious if a serious economic 
crisis were to break out and strong competition develops for scarce 
professional jobs. The fact that Asians, unlike Jews, are easily 
recognizable by slight physical differences from the majority group 
(even while middle class Asians are as totally assimilated culturally 
into the dominant middle class culture as are the Jews) holds out the 
possibility of future outbreaks of racial hostility directed against 
them because of their heavy and increasing concentration in relatively 
privileged salaried middle class positions, 

RELATIONSHIPS OF SPECIAL EXPLOITATION/ 
DISORGANIZATION 

There are two varieties of the racist structure of special exploita¬ 
tion/disorganization: the system of job reservations and separation of 
racial groups (castelike systems), and the open competition for all (or 
most) working class jobs by members of different ethnic groups (and 
the consequent mutual hostility and disorganization that this results 
in). In the castelike system of job reservations majority group workers 
are guaranteed the better higher paying jobs, while members of the 
racially subordinate group are assigned the more menial lesser paid 
jobs (usually according to the principle that the "worst off” majority 
group worker has a better position than the “best off” minority 
group worker). 

The system of castelike job reservations is profitable for capital 
as f ,. 01 ?® as rac ' a l is drawn at a level where there is a 
sufficient number of members of both ethnic groups to ensure that 


wages are low enough and productivity high enough in both sectors. 
Work discipline is in part maintained for majority group workers by 
the threat of hiring minority group workers in the reserved jobs if 
the former should demand too much. Structural changes in the 
economy as well as differential rates of growth in the different 
populations are handled by redefining jobs at the margin between the 
two sectors so as to ensure an adequate supply of labor at profitable 
rates in both. The special advantage of the castelike job reservation 
system is that it tends to stabilize strong racial antagonisms among 
both ethnic groups of workers. The majority group workers tend to 
be thankful to capital for their privileges as well as threatened if 
they should get too militant or insufficiently productive, while the 
minority group workers tend to resent the privileges of majority 
group workers. The resultant mutual hostility tends to maximize 
disorganization of the working class as a whole. 

The advantage of the second racist structure of special exploita¬ 
tion/disorganization (open competition for jobs) is that it results in 
maximizing the number of those competing for all jobs. This has the 
double advantage for capital of minimizing the total wage bill (largely 
through the reduction of the prevailing wage from what it would be 
in a system of racial job reservation), while at the same time securing 
the maximum availability of skilled workers in any given occupation 
or area. Disorganization of the working class (at least in the short 
run) is accomplished through the antagonistic competition for the 
same jobs in a scarce job market. Industrial capital tends to move 
away from the first structure of special expioitation/disorganization 
to the second because of the pressure of market competition, which 
dictates a minimization of wage costs (as well as maximum flexibility 
in hiring). Thus, virtually everywhere in the industrial capitalist 
world the older castelike system of job restrictions for some groups 
has given way to open competition (in which the minority groups are 
at a disadvantage). 

Most people in the advanced capitalist countries who are today 
identified as distinct races, peoples, or ethnic groups and are repro¬ 
duced by the logic of the dominant mode of production are specially 
exploited wage laborers. These ethnically distinct workers typically 
have migrated from poorer rural areas of the world capitalist system 
in search of higher wages (or work of any kind) with generally (in 
the first generation) the intention of saving money and returning 
home. 

Ex-peasant immigrants are typically willing to do hard menial 
labor in a dead-end job in order to save money with which to start 
over at home. They tend to have a short time frame orientation to 
their role as industrial workers, Generally, minority group workers 



400 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


STRUCTURE OF RACE AND CLASS / 401 


are willing to accept a wage lower than would majority group workers 
because the historically and morally defined standard of living is 
lower in their rural areas of origin than in the urban areas of the 
advanced countries, e.g.. housing standards are lower, expectations 
about eating meat are less, entertainment customs are less costly, 
standards about supporting children through college or through 
secondary school are much tower (here children typically work to 
supplement family income). This factor dissipates as the frame of 
reference for the ethnic group becomes the “new” country—as the 
goal of returning retreats from consciousness. It generally plays little 
role in the second generation which comes to compare their lot to 
members of the majority ethnic group (and not to their cousins back 
in the old country). In the second generation (and in the first as well 
when and if they lose their orientation to the old country), they come 
to feel increasingly the indignity of their work and demand to be 
integrated into better jobs (in the primary labor market). 

Further, part of the costs of reproduction of their labor power 
(maintaining themselves and their families at a socially defined 
acceptable level of subsistence) is often borne by their part-time 
participation in nonwaged labor (e.g., subsistence gardening, a few 
farm animals tended after work or in the off-season). Often the man 
is separated from his wife, who remains in a rural area producing 
food to feed the family rather than being an extra mouth to feed in 
the city. Among peasant/rural families, the wife traditionally per¬ 
forms productive labor in food production (or other economic activ¬ 
ities) and thus the men do not expect to be able to support them. 
Often menial workers are simply single (men or women) and thus 
only need to feed themselves. In contrast, majority group workers 
more often live with their families and must thus either totally 
support them or at least provide the bulk of their support. The fact 
that immigrant workers are typically young, single, and male also 
allows the capitalists to pay them less, while at the same time 
minimizing welfare costs (they are the healthiest, will not take child 
leave, and so on), work the hardest, and do not require the standard 
“family wage.” These men often live in overcrowded conditions and 
subsist on a minimal diet. 

Subordinate ethnic group workers also serve as a reserve labor 
supply that can be pushed out of the labor market in the off-season, 
in recessions, or during other times when they are not needed (with¬ 
out a serious legitimation crisis or political opposition) and can be 
rapidly called into the labor force when it is expanding. In bad times 
the “dirty workers" go back to the old country, to rural areas, or 
subsist on welfare, precapitalist commodity production, or through 
kin networks, without generally producing trouble for the dominant 


class. Their role as a reserve army of labor provides not only a 
flexible pool of menial laborers, but also puts pressure on the wages 
of the majority ethnic groups, forcing down the general wage level 
through an oversupply of labor. 

Since the orientation of the first generation of dirty workers is to 
return to the old country after saving up money, they tend (at least 
at first) not to be especially interested in local politics or in class 
solidarity with majority group workers—they look on themselves as 
sojourners. Consequently, such groups generally are more easily 
exploited, i.e., more labor power can be obtained from them at a 
lower wage and with less trade union or political resistance than 


with workers from the dominant group. 

Very often such groups of menial workers do not have full legal 
rights (e.g., they are “guest workers” ineligible for citizenship. ’ are 
foreign born who do not yet meet the conditions of citizenship such 
as language and literacy, are “illegal" (i.e., without proper documen¬ 
tation), or are special contract laborers (e.g., “braceros i. Even when 
they do have full formal rights, they are typically not effectively 
organized in unions or political organizations in a way in which they 
could protect themselves as effectively as majority group workers (in 
good part because they have come from peasant/rural areas where 
there was little political or economic organization of the poor or 
militant traditions). Further, to maximize their performance m the 
role of workers, it is necessary that their status as foreigners 
(either as an inferior “race” or "aliens”) be reproduced, thus ensuring 
that they remain isolated from the rest of the working class as well 

as from other potential allies. . . . 

The political exclusion of industrial workers (in South Africa 0. 
the maintenance of the myth that they are immigrant wor ers T°ni 
other countries—the Bantustans, ‘‘illegal aliens in t e m ® ’ 

or “guest workers” in Switzerland, Germany, and elsewhere in West 
Europe) has definite advantages in securing a degree of specia 
exploitation that would otherwise not be possible. On the other a , 
the lack of basic political rights and elementary social security or 
significant segment of the working class has historically eventus 
led to political disruption as well as industrial inefficiency. Modern 
industrial labor and high levels of productivity as well as potmca 
stability require the eventual granting of formal civil rights to most 
workers. Once the costs of the lack of citizenship ng s or . 
icant segment of the industrial working class become dear mdustml 
capital becomes increasingly willing to abolish taste _ . 

of racial competition (effective both m keeping wa & es _ . 

flic lAoitimution of capital—by distracting attention a 


from the capitalist class). 
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A further disadvantage of this latter mode of special exploitation 
for capital is that once race relations settle down and workers from 
both ethnic groups have accumulated experience of working side-by- 
side at the same jobs, the logic of cooperation inherent in the process 
of capitalist production comes to transcend the historical ethnic 
antagonisms, laying the basis for working class solidarity across 
ethnic lines. It should be noted, however, as the older ethnic lines in 
the working class are dissolved by the logic of capital new ethnic 
groups are brought into the capitalist system to renew both the 
racial structures and racist attitudes. 

The Function of Racialist Ideology In the Working Class 

Racialism is a legitimating ideology for an exploitative structure. 
Racist ideology propagated in the media, educational system, and 
other institutions, together with the actual distribution of relative 
petty advantage within the working class serves to disorganize the 
entire working class including the ethnic majority, thereby allowing 
capital to more effectively exploit most majority group workers. 

Majority group workers are sometimes led to attempt to exclude 
minority workers from the relatively better and higher paying jobs. 
When this occurs mutual hostility and distrust is generated among 
both segments of the working class, which in turn results in the 
deflection of the anger of both groups away from capital and its 
displacement onto the other segment of the working class. Minority 
group workers tend to fight back against majority group worker 
attempts to preserve their slight advantages, tending to lump all 
majority group members together as oppressors, rather than making 
a distinction between their potential allies (the majority group 
workers) and their real exploiters. Often, the minority group feeling 
of being temporary sojourners with the goal of saving money and 
returning home is reinforced. As a result of such displacement and 
deflection, class action is inhibited. Strong unions that incorporate 
both segments of the working class are difficult to organize or main¬ 
tain. Strong class-oriented political parties and other forms of political 
action that require a high level of working class solidarity to be 
effective are undermined. Because of this disorganization, the working 
class’s ability to defend and advance its interests against capital are 
considerably less than it would be in the absence of racial devisive- 
ness. Most segments of the working class, including those in the 
higher status ethnic group, thus suffer from lower wages, worse 
working conditions, fewer state social benefits, poorer education, and 
so on than would otherwise be the case. 
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The displacement of the anger of the higher status group workers 
generated by the oppressive relationships of exploitation they expe¬ 
rience onto minority group workers is manifested in racist jokes, 
caricaturing of menial workers as racially inferior, chauvinism in 
personal interactions with minorities, exclusion from social situa¬ 
tions, harassment of fellow workers, arrogance, contempt, being 
condescending, and so on as well as occasionally in actual interracial 
violence (either small group fights or race riots). In addition to 
affecting the disorganization of the working class, such displacement 
of anger also serves a scapegoating function in allowing the frustra¬ 
tion of majority group workers to be dissipated against a relatively 
powerless target, rather than against capital. The deflection of 
frustration and anger toward minority group workers thus functions 
to stabtltze rather than destabilize, as it would if it were directed 
against the dominant classes—the social structure of power and 
privilege. Chauvinistic behavior thus acts as a “safety valve" for the 
release of otherwise potentially anticapitalist energy. 

Racialist ideology also often functions (or is intended to function) 
to disorganize the minority group itself. An attempt is often made 
(e.g., in slavery) to get the dominated group to internalize a sense of 
inferiority in relation to the majority people and culture. Such a 
sense of inferiority propagated in the media, education, and through 
personal interactions with majority group members can be validated 
through the actual experience of differential treatment during the 
performance of menial labor alongside relatively privileged workers. 
To the extent that the ideology and experience of the subordinate 
group affects feelings of inferiority, such groups are much less likely 
to actively resist their situation, more passively accepting their lot as 
menial and docile laborers. 


The Succession of Racial Groups In the Working Clan 

As time progresses, any given group of dirty workers gradually 
comes to organize itself and to increasingly effectively demand im¬ 
provement in its condition. Especially in the second generation, they 
come to identify with the country (or area) where they find them¬ 
selves rather than with the old country or the South. The dream of 
returning is lost and their orientation changes to doing well in the 
new country. The standard of comparison for doing well changes 
from the peasant norm in the old country to the working class norm 
in the new country. At the same time they begin to organize econom¬ 
ically and politically into unions, political parties, political machines, 
and so on as well as otherwise resist their condition (e.g., in riots, 
mass strikes, industrial sabotage). As a result of these pressures, it 
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becomes increasingly costly (economically and politically) for the 
capitalist class to keep the same people in the most degrading and 
menial positions. The cost of relying on the same source of dirty 
workers increases over time, especially in the second generation. 

It should also be noted that often the primary sources of dirty 
workers either “are up" because most peasants from a given country 
or region have already left the land, or is closed off by either rapid 
industrialization or revolution in the country of origin. This has the 
effect of both requiring the capitalist system to look elsewhere for 
new sources of menial laborers, and of closing off the reinforcement 
of peasant/old country sentiments in the ethnic group workers in the 
new country* (thus facilitating both their organizating and the devel¬ 
opment of broader working class consciousness). 

Capitalism throughout the Western world has tended to deal 
with its continuing need for a group of ethnically distinct menial 
workers through a dynamic system in which a succession of groups 
become the primary victim of racist structures within the working 
class. This is not to say that capitalism allows all ethnic groups that 
come into its system to “rise to the top.” Barriers to top level 
positions generally remain long after the older group of dirty workers 
is released to compete fairly freely for the full range of working class 
jobs. Moreover, often the former group of dirty workers, rather than 
being integrated into the mainstream of the working class instead 
becomes an excluded population, either physically expelled from the 
country (e.g., Mexicans in the 1930s, Hindus after 1913, Chinese in 
the 1890s from the United States) or piling up as part of the excluded 
sector in urban ghettos (increasingly the experience of U.S. blacks). 

Further, it is not always the case that capitalism necessarily 
succeeds in replacing one group with another. It might be the case 
that first, changing economic requirements associated with rapid 
automation and displacement of jobs by greatly reducing the demand 
for unskilled labor means that significant numbers of new immi¬ 
grants were not needed during a given period; second, prolonged 
economic stagnation with its associated lack of growth in demand for 
menial laborers could have the same effect; third, the supply of 
conveniently located and nonpoliticized displaced rural populations 
within the world system could become exhausted; or fourth, the 
necessity to legitimate the rule of the dominant class could require 
the exclusion of a new group of immigrants from the system for 
political reasons (this latter because new immigrants carry political 
radicalism or because maintaining the loyalty of workers already in 
the system demands immigration restrictions). 

Any of these factors hypothetically could lead to the closing off 
of significant numbers of new ethnic minorities willing and able to 


do menial labor for the modern capitalist economy, and as a result 
“freeze" the last group(s) entering the system more or less perma¬ 
nently in the lower level jobs (even if their organization and resis¬ 
tance to their special exploitation were to grow and, as a result, their 
continued exploitation become more costly). 

Menial Laborers, Racism, and the World Capitalist System 

The logic of the world capitalist system dictates continuing 
population shifts as capital of different degrees of labor intensity 
accumulates in different regions. During the early period of the 
development of capitalism, when the early peasantry was forced off 
the land in Great Britain, Germany, and other areas of Western 
Europe much more rapidly than the new industries could absorb 
them (more or less before 1850), there was a massive out-migration of 
economically desperate displaced peasants to North America and, to a 
lesser extent, Australia. Before I860, about two-thirds of all the 
overseas migrants from Europe came from Great Britain (the country 
most advanced in developing capitalism). Another 20 percent came 
from Germany. In the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the 
source countries of European migration began shifting to the rela¬ 
tively more backward areas as the forces that rapidly commercialized 
agriculture and consequently drove peasants off the land (without 
the creating of a significant number of industrial jobs to absorb 
them) spread to the more semiperipheral regions: southern Italy, 
Spain, Poland, Russia, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Greece. By the 
closing years of the nineteenth century, the rate of expansion of 
industrial jobs in Britain and the core countries of the rest of western 
Europe came to approximate the number of peasants commercializa¬ 
tion was pushing off the land. Within a short time, these areas were 
transformed from being primarily exporters of their surplus popula¬ 
tion to importers of the surplus population of the adjacent “semi¬ 
periphery.” The outlying regions of Europe now came to supply 
primarily the relatively docile ex-peasants willing to work in the low- 
paid menial occupations (Castles and Kosack 1973, pp. 15-17). 

Until the mid-1890s, more European immigrants arrived in the 
United States from Great Britain (excluding Ireland). Germany, 
Scandinavia, Low Countries, and France; than from Italy, Poland, 
Russia, Austria-Hungary, and the rest of southern and eastern 
Europe. In 1890, there were 233,000 immigrants from the former set 
of countries and 160,000 from the latter. It was not until the first 
years of the twentieth century that the massive migration from 
eastern and southern Europe took place. In 1900, there were 68.000 
from the former and 321,000 from the latter. In 1910, there were 
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724,000 immigrants from these rejpons and 17M00 from the former 
(U.S. Department of Commerce 19/ob, pp. 105, 10b), 

Between the last decades of the nineteenth century and the 
outbreak of World War I, the displaced populations of Ireland, Poland, 
and Italy went in roughly equal numbers across the oceans to North 
America and the southern cone of Latin America and to the rapidly 
industrializing areas of western Europe. About as many Irish peas¬ 
ants settled in industrial England as came to the United States^Of 
the 15 million Italians who immigrated between 1876 and 1920, 
almost half went to other European countries. Many southern Italians 
also migrated to the industrial north of Italy. Large numbers of Poles 
immigrated to the Ruhr, northern France, and Belgium to become 
miners and metalworkers, while many others migrated to central and 
eastern Germany as agricultural laborers. By 1886, there were more 
than a million foreigners in France (about 3 percent of the entire 
population). It has been estimated that immigration accounted for 57 
percent of the French population increase between 1891 and 1901. In 
Germany, the industrialization process, which was concentrated in 
the Ruhr, first drew away German landless laborers from east of the 
Elbe, then Poles (at first those within the borders of the Reich, then 
later those from Russian-occupied Poland). By 1913, 40 percent of 
Ruhr miners were Polish. At the same time large numbers of Italians 
were recruited into the construction trades, particularly in southern 
Germany. In 1907, 4.1 percent of the German work force was foreign 

(Castles and Kosack 1973, pp. 16-19). 

In the 1920s immigrants from southern and central Europe con¬ 
tinued to flow toward the industrializing regions of northern Italy, 
Germany, France, Argentina, and to a lesser extent Canada and 
Australia (immigration to the United States was closed off in 1924). 
Emigration from Russia was largely closed by the 1917 revolution. 
Between 1929 and 1950 immigration of displaced peasants to the 
industrializing areas of the world system was cut off almost entirely 
by depression (and the consequent lack of expansion of industrial 
jobs), nationalist restrictions on immigration, war, and the aftermath 
of war. 

In the 1950s the traditional pattern once again resumed, with a 
restoration of the “normal” pattern of rapid industrial capital 
accumulation (now over a wider area than ever) together with a more 
rapid displacement of the peasantry than before (e.g., in southern 
Italy, Greece, Portugal, Spain, Turkey, Yugoslavia, Algeria, Mexico, 
Bangladesh, and India as well as the West Indies). Menial laborers 
once again began to flow into the most rapidly industrializing regions, 
Algerians, Portuguese, Italians, and Spanish into France; West ano 
East Indians along with more Irish into Great Britain; Italians, 
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Yugoslavs, Greeks, and Turks into Germany. In 1975 the major 
countries of northwestern Europe averaged about 10 percent of their 
labor forces composed of “foreign” workers (Kudat and Sabuncuoglu 
1980, p, 10). 

The number of foreign workers in Germany, the leading indus¬ 
trial capitalist country in Europe, grew from 95,000 in 1956, to 
507,000 in 1961, to 1.3 million in 1966, and 3.5 million in 1974, 
(Kudat and Subuncuoglu 1980, p. 11). In Germany in the late 1960s 
immigrant workers were about 7 percent of the total labor force. 
They were equally central in the French and British economies, 
where they represented at the same time about 6.5 percent of the 
labor force. They were far more important to the Swiss economy, 
where they were 30 percent of the total work force (Castles and 
Kosack 1973, p. 61). 

Guest workers were heavily concentrated in the lowest paid 
most menial occupations. In the German iron and steel industry 59 
percent of immigrant male workers were employed in unskilled occu¬ 
pations, compared to 17 percent of German workers. In construction 
40 percent of immigrant workers were unskilled, compared to 17 
percent of Germans; in electrical goods 30 percent were unskilled, 
compared to 11 percent for Germans, Very few were in the skilled 
positions: 3 percent in iron and steel as compared to 36 percent of 
Germans, 19 percent in electrical goods as compared to 54 percent of 
Germans. Of the male guest workers 34 percent were unskilled 
manual workers, 36 percent semiskilled manuals, and 29 percent 
skilled manuals. In 1969 guest workers were especially important in 
the metallurgical industries, where they represented 11 percent of 
the total: plastic, rubber and asbestos processing (17 percent); earth, 
stone, ceramics, and glass (12 percent); leather, textiles, clothing (12 
percent); and construction (12 percent) (Castles and Kosack 1973, pp. 
73, 82, 83). In 1978 26 percent of foreigners in Germany were Turks 
(39 percent female), 16 percent Yugoslavs (41 percent female), 14 
percent Italians (34 percent female), 7 percent Greeks (46 percent 
female), and 5 percent Spanish (40 percent female) (Kudat and 
Sabuncuoglu 1980, p. 11). 

In France 32 percent of all male immigrant workers in 1967 were 
unskilled manuals, 37 percent semiskilled manuals, and 25 percent 
skilled manuals. Algerians (the largest single ethnic group) were 
especially heavily concentrated in unskilled and semiskilled tasks (49 
percent and 39 percent respectively) (Castles and Kosack 1973, p. 80). 
Thirty-six percent of all male immigrant workers in France in 1968 
were in building and public works, and 14 percent in engineering and 
electrical goods (Castles and Kosack 1973, p. 63). 

In Great Britain in 1966, 21 percent of male West Indians were 
in unskilled manual jobs, compared to 8 percent of all male workers; 
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„ 'll percent of Pakistanis and 20 percent of those born in 
Ireland NinaJ percent of male West Indians and 87 percent of 
Pakistanis, in contrast to 66 percent of the general population, were 
n manual occupations. Twenty-one percent of male Pakistanis were 
employed in the textile industry as compared to 2 percent of the total 
working population; 9 percent of West Indian men as compared to 3 
nerrent of the total male population were employed in metallurgical 
industries - and 31 percent of those men born in Ireland were in 
construction as compared to 12 percent of the general population 

(Castles and Kosack 1973, pp. 75,88). 

Germany as did the other European capitalist countries, came to 

remilate the flow of guest workers from the less-developed areas 
through official recruiting agreements with the major supplier coun- 
tries It is very difficult for such immigrants or their descendants, 
even’when born in Germany, to gain German citizenship. Neverthe¬ 
less, large numbers of guest workers have become permanent resi¬ 
dents (as reflected in the large percentage of women among them). 
Their children are growing up in the German language, losing their 
ties to their parents’ countries (as has happened to so many immi¬ 
grant groups before them). Similar rules apply in most host countries 
(with exceptions sometimes made for immigrants from former or 

present colonies). . , , , , , . 

Over time the capitalist source of menial laborers has expanded 

geographically to ever wider regions, regions in which the process of 
capitalist accumulation has come to increasingly displace the peas¬ 
antry As older sources dry up because the rate of absorption into 
industry comes to exceed the rate of peasant displacement, new 
sources of displaced peasants must be sought. The pattern obsmed 
in Europe is identical to that observed in North America (or Australia, 
Argentina, or Brazil). There seems to be a general logic characteristic 
of all advanced capitalist economies (applying with modifications to 
Japan, where groups like the Burakumin, Ainu, and Koreans, al¬ 
though relatively small in number, face intense racism). Capitalism 
continually generates racism against the specially exploited menial 
laborers who are ever drawn into the lowest rungs of the economy. 

The racialist theories generated to justify the treatment of Polish 
workers in Germany or Irish workers in England before World war 
were identical to the racialist theories generated in the United States, 
at the same time (and incorporated into the 1924 U.S. restnc tve 
immigration act). In all cases, certain ethnic groups were felt to « 
inferior and naturally suited to menial labor. Popular racia ism as 
exemplified in ethnic jokes, slurs, and attitudes against West an 
East Indians in Great Britain; Portuguese and Algerians in Trance, 
Italians, Greeks, Turks, and Spanish in Switzerland and west 
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Germany; or against Koreans and the Burakumin in Japan do not 
differ in any significant way from the equivalent racialist attitudes 
expressed in the United States against ex-Southern blacks and 
Ladinos (the groups who have played the equivalent economic role in 
the United States in the post-World War II period). 

In North America, Western Europe, and Japan, social and eco¬ 
nomic discrimination as well as objective racism manifested in low- 
quality education, second-rate public services, poor housing, and often 
lack of full citizenship rights (e.g., the “undocumented” workers in 
the United States, “guest workers” in Switzerland, Germany, and so 
on) as well as secondary (if any) status in the unions, seems to have 
an identical effect on the ethnically distinct displaced peasants and 
their descendants. Such discriminatory barriers and objective racism 
function to keep these menial workers in their economic position. 

Native-born western Europeans seem to be more chauvinistic in 
their attitudes toward immigrant workers than are white Anglos 
toward blacks and Ladinos in the United States. A 1967 study in 
England found that 37 percent of the general population thought that 
white workers should be given preference over “coloured” in job 
promotions. A poll in France in 1966 found that 62 percent of the 
population thought that there were too many North Africans in the 
country. Another study of Parisian workers found that 65 percent 
manifested racist attitudes toward Arab workers. A 1966 study in 
Germany found that about two-thirds of the population would like to 
expel the guest workers altogether flower paid workers were the 
most in favor of exclusion) (Castles and Kosack 1973, pp. 432-33). 

In Great Britain, racist sentiments have run the highest against 
the Pakistanis (who are mostly “white”) rather than against the 
black-skinned West Indians. Racist sentiments in France run stronger 
against Arabs (especially Algerians), than against black Africans, and 
in Germany and Switzerland racist feelings against white-skinned 
Turks and Portuguese are as intense as traditional German racism 
against Poles (or as intense as the racism of other nations against 
Arabs, Asians, Ladinos, or blacks). It is clear that having white skin 
or originating within the geographical confines of Europe has nothing 
to do with the intensity of racist exploitation, racialist attitudes, or 
dominant group chauvinism. Theories, attitudes, and behavior in 
relation to menial workers are manifestations of the underlying polit¬ 
ical economy of the world capitalist system. 

NON-EUROPEAN RACIST STRUCTURES 

In this section the racial structures of Latin America, Japan. 
Israel, and black Africa are examined briefly to demonstrate that 
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racist relationships are a product of class society (and hence that 
racist structures are not specific to white Europeans), and that people 
who have been the victims of intense racism themselves can be just 
as racist as anyone else, as well as to illustrate the diversity of 
racialist definitions of economically dominated classes and peoples. 

Latin America 

The racial system of most of Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking 
Latin America contrasts in many ways with that of English-speaking 
North America. In some important ways it reflects the region’s recent 
feudal heritage and in other ways it reflects the absence of a large 
European immigration (outside of the southern cone) as well as the 
failure to import an ethnically distinct third group to serve as a 
middle class (as was done in most of the nineteenth-century colonial 
world). 

In the Latin American highlands the principal racial distinction 
is between the Ladinos, defined primarily by their Spanish language 
(spoken without an Indian accent) and Western dress and customs, 
and the Indios, defined by their traditional Indian languages (or 
Spanish with an Indian accent) and traditional Indian culture that 
usually includes living tn a traditional Indian community. Although 
the Ladinos claim “Spanish blood,” affirm their "whiteness,” and 
make use of physical stereotypes (ail characteristic of racialist ideo¬ 
logical justifications of racism), in fact almost all Ladinos have Indian 
ancestors (the large majority with demonstrably Indian physical 
characteristics). Many Ladinos could easily by mistaken for Indios if 
it were not for their dress and speech, while most Indios could 
physically pass as Ladinos with little difficulty. It is possible to 
publicly admit that one has an Indian ancestor and still be regarded 
by others as Ladino (unlike in North America, where the admission 
of any African ancestor automatically defines one as black, no matter 
how white one’s skin). In parts of highland Latin America (e.g., 
Mexico City’s middle class) to have an Indian ancestor is a mark of 
pride for a Ladino, but through most of the highlands it is regarded 
as a mild deprecation (Harris 1964, pp. 38-39). 

Behind the Ladino-Indio dichotomy is a sharp class division in 
highland Latin American society. The Indians represent both the 
indigenous (and in part excluded) population and a specially exploit¬ 
able source of labor (both as wage laborers on the plantations and 
commercial farms and as peasants who are exploited through unequal 
trade, rent, and taxes). Indians are rooted in traditional Indian com¬ 
munities and villages typically on the worst (least productive) land in 
the highlands. Through a process of gradual encroachment that has 
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gone on for 450 years (and that accelerated in the nineteenth century 
and continues today), Indians have been pushed off of the most 
valuable land as it was appropriated for commercial uses by the 
expanding market system. The plantations and large commercial 
farms continually expand (in good part by extralegal methods) in 
proportion to the demand of the world market for export commodities, 
thereby displacing the indigenous population into ever more undesir¬ 
able lands (and consequently forcing them to sell ever more of their 
labor power to the capitalist farmers in order to survive) Most 
typically this occurs in a pattern of labor migration, with the Indios 
maintaining themselves for part of the year in the mountain villages 
where they engage in subsistence agriculture with the men migrating 
to the commercial areas to work for the rich Ladinos as their labor 
power is needed. Of course, not all Ladinos are capitalists, or even 
middle class, but Ladino workers occupy higher positions and receive 
higher salaries than do Indios, Ladino workers would never be 
supervised by an Indio foreman (Stavenhagen 1975, p. 179). 

The Ladinos also relate to the Indian peasants in a relationship 
of mediation. The middlemen—traders, creditors, purchasers, sellers— 
are generally Ladinos (except perhaps for the most petty commodities 
sold in traditional village markets). The Ladino middlemen thus effect 
an exploitation of those Indios who do not engage in wage labor by 
charging high prices for the goods the subsistence peasant can not 
produce as well as charging high interest on the loans the subsistence 
peasants often require (Stavenhagen 1975, p. 187). Thus, in the high- 
lands of Latin America where Indians are the majority of the popula¬ 
tion, Ladinos perform the functions of both the Jews, Chinese, 
Armenians, and so on, and that of the exploiting landlords and 
capitalist class, i.e., there are not three distinctive racial groups. 
Upper class Ladinos are usually “whiter,” have more "Spanish 
blood, look less like Indians, and so on; and consequently have 
somewhat higher prestige than do middle and urban working class 
Ladinos. But the only qualitative gap is the dichotomy between Indio 
and Ladino. 

The Indio-Ladino dichotomy has all the characteristics of racist 
relationships elsewhere in the capitalist world. Ladinos consider 
themselves as superior to the Indios. They are contemptuous of 
Indian culture and harbor derogatory stereotypes of “inferior" In¬ 
dians. Ladinos in Guatemala normally refer to Indians as “like 
children, “dishonest,” “without shame,” “stupid.’ “not deserving of 
respect,” and so on (Harris 1964. p. 86; Stavenhagen 1975, p. 195). In 
general, Indians are subject to all the stereotyping, chauvinism, and 
discrimination that similar groups face elsewhere in the capitalist 
world system. In highland Ecuador, the tradition is that Indians yield 
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their seats on trains and buses to Ladinos. In highland Guatemala, it 
is common for Indians to step off the sidewalk to make way for 
Ladinos Segregation in recreation, housing, fiestas, school functions, 
religious ceremonies, and, of course, marriage is widely practiced 
(Harris 1964. p. 36). The consequences of the excluded/specialiy 
exploited position of the Indios in the Latin American highlands, just 
as for similar groups elsewhere, are higher rates of infant mortality, 
general mortality and morbidity, substandard living conditions, and 
so on. As a lived relation, for the Indios, racism is the same as in 
other regions of the world capitalist system. 

In the Latin American lowlands black slaves were imported to 
serve as the labor force on the commercial plantations that grew up 
in these areas (the indigenous peoples were concentrated in the high¬ 
lands, where they were effectively forced by the Spanish conquerors 
to provide the labor force there). Because there were so few European 
immigrants to serve in intermediate positions between the black 
slaves and the landlord class a separate caste of mulattos, free people 
of mixed European and African ancestory, was created to perform 
these tasks. (In North America the same tasks were performed by 
poorer whites; here there was such a shortage of unfree black labor 
that all those with any black ancestory were treated as one single 
group—the set of those to be specially exploited.) 

Very few Portuguese migrated to Brazil in the sixteenth century. 
In the seventeenth century Portugal adopted a state policy of restrict¬ 
ing emigration out of fear of depopulation. Between 1509 and 1790 
only about 150,000 people emigrated from Spain to the entire new 
world (in contrast in the eighteenth century alone half a million 
British emigrated to North America) (Harris 1964, pp. 82, 86), The 
centrality of Great Britain in developing capitalist relations created 
an immense surplus population there that emigrated to North Amer¬ 
ica to serve (in the southern regions) as intermediaries between the 
slaves and the slave owners. In fact, a surplus of “poor whites 
eventually developed in the slaveholding regions. 1 hese poor whites 
in good part became an excluded population, forced off the good land 
and into the Appalachian Mountains as well as out of the South 
altogether to settle much of the Midwest and West. Spain and 
Portugal, on the other hand, on the periphery of the European region 
of capitalist expansion, maintained traditional noncommercial agricul¬ 
ture through the latter part of the nineteenth century (when a major 
emigration out of the Iberian peninsula, in good part to the Southern 
cone of South America, finally occurred). (In the Southern cone there 
are relatively few blacks or Indians.) 

In Brazil in 1720 only one-third of the population was of Euro¬ 
pean origin—in contrast to the four southern English colonies of 


North America where 60 percent was. In 1819 less than 20 percent of 
Brazilians were white, compared to 80 percent in the United States 
(the black population of the Southern states of the United States 
never exceeded 38 percent of the total) (Harris 1964, pp. 84-85). 

Among the vital mediating functions performed by the distinct 
caste of mulattos in the Latin American lowlands were the tasks of 
overseeing black slaves, tracking down fugitive slaves, capturing 
Indians for slaves (in Brazil), and exterminating and displacing 
Indians where they could not be profitably enslaved. One of the 
major functions of the mulattos in Brazil was to serve as the armed 
forces and police of the landowning class. Free mulattos were also 
the basis of the cattle industry (vital for providing power and trans¬ 
port as well as meat to the sugar plantations). Cattle raising grew up 
outside the plantation zone (on open rangeland unsuitable for planta¬ 
tions). Mulattos became the cowboys (vaqueros), a position in which 
it was not possible to employ slaves (Harris 1964, p. 87). 

Just as most Ladinos in the Latin American highlands have some 
Indian ancestory (there were too few Spanish immigrants to have 
made it otherwise), most "blancos” in the lowlands have some 
African ancestory (for the same reason). Centuries of sexual relations 
between those of European and African ancestory in Brazil has 
produced a continuum of both color and racist attitudes reflecting the 
post slavery continuum of social-economic position, with no sharp 
qualitative social dichotomies (such as exist in the highlands or in 
North America). The Brazilian system is not legitimated by a con¬ 
sistent racialist ideology such as developed in North America to 
justify the sharp line between the black and white “races’ (reflecting 
the sharp caste divisions between the two groups). The original 
sharp differences between pure African slaves, mulattos, and whites 
have been totally blurred. A study done of perceived ‘ racial types 
among the Brazilian people elicited descriptions of 40 different 
classifications, mostly specifying skin color along a somewhat vaguely 
defined continuum from pale white to dark black. These racial cate¬ 
gories are significantly influenced by the class position of those with 
a given skin pigmentation, according to the principle money 
whitens" (i.e„ the richer a dark person becomes, the lighter will be 
the racial category to which the person is assigned by associates, 
friends, and relatives). Similarly, people with lighter skin who are 
very poor and hold low-level jobs are commonly categorized by skin 
color terms darker then their actual pigmentation. There is, of course, 
no descent rule, such as exists in North America, that defines one s 
race as that of one’s parents. Thus, it is possible for individuals to 
change their race during their lifetime by increasing their income, 
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securing a good job, and adopting the appropriate mannerisms and 
culture (without necessarily changing residence or friends) (Harris 
1964, pp. 58-59). 

Japan, Israel, and Africa 

Being, or once having been, a “racially" oppressed group is not a 
prophylactic against being racist. The Japanese, who suffered intense 
white racism in California, are largely, in Japan, themselves racist in 
their attitudes toward other Asians (e.g., Chinese and Koreans) as 
well as to such internal minorities as the Burakumin (an outcaste 
group), the Ainu (the indigenous people), and Koreans (who in Japan 
are concentrated in specially exploited positions). In 1979 Japan 
refused to take any significant number of Vietnamese “boat people" 
on the grounds that they would not fit into Japanese culture. 

In the later part of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
the Japanese developed a racialist theory to justify their imperialist 
expansion throughout East and Southeast Asia. Japanese students in 
Europe and America in the later years of the nineteenth century 
brought back to Japan the latest in Western racialist theory * Relying 
on traditional Japanese notions of the superiority of the Japanese 
(who, myth has it, were of divine descent) maintained that the pre¬ 
sent inhabitants of Japan are descended from the original race of 
Yamatos (Seeds of the Sun). Hirata, a Japanese scholar, argued that 
“from the fact of the divine descent of the Japanese people proceeds 
their immeasurable superiority to the natives of other countries in 
courage and intelligence” (Synder 1939, p. 291). The Japanese War 
Office in the 1930s maintained that it was “the great mission of the 
Japanese race" to bring together all the races of the world into one 
happy accord (Synder 1939, p. 29). 

In the Jewish state in Palestine—Israel—Arabs form the inferior 
race, consigned to the specially exploited and most menial jobs (lews 


’Since the industrialization of Japan, Western racialist theorists have had to deal 
with an anomaly. How could a "racially inferior” Asiatic people achieve such predom¬ 
inance? The Nazis (the allies of Fascist Japan in the 1930s and 1940s) accorded the 
Japanese race a special status as a kind of minor Nordic people who are Asiatic only in 
outer form. After the Japanese ambassador to Berlin protested to the German govern¬ 
ment about Nazi party officials' public polemics against all non Aryan races, Nazi 
speakers were instructed to always say "Nordic and related races" so as to include the 
Japanese (see Snyder 1939, p, 197), The Nazis also argued about their Italian Fascist 
allies that the best Italian blood was Nordic. It should be noted that in the Republic of 
South Africa the Japanese are accorded the status of "honorary whites" under the 
apartheid laws, while all other Asians are placed in an inferior status. 


from Asia and Africa are also heavily concentrated in tower-level blue 
collar and service jobs, with Jews of European descent concentrated 
in professional and managerial positions). In 1977, 12.5 percent of all 
Israeli Jews were scientific and academic employees and administra¬ 
tive personnel, in contrast to 1.3 percent of all Israeli Arabs. In 
contrast, 22.9 percent of all Arabs in Israel, but only 5.7 percent^)/ 
Jews, were in construction; while 16.7 percent of Arabs and 5.2 
percent of Jews were in agriculture. In 1975-76 urban Jews averaged 
an annual per capita income 2.9 times higher than Arabs living in 
the same areas (Lustick 1980, pp. 161-63). Arabs in Israel are, thus, 
in the equivalent position of blacks and Ladinos in the United States, 
Algerians in France, and Turks in Germany. 

For the most part Arab workers live in Arab villages or separate 
Arab quarters in Jewish cities, while almost all jobs are located in 
areas of Jewish population concentration. In the early 1970s this 
meant that more than two-thirds of Arab wageworkers commuted 
each day to Jewish areas to their jobs (Greenberg 1980, p. 49). In 1971 
Arab-owned industries employed less than 1 percent of all workers 
employed in Israel (Lustick 1980, p. 159). The geographical and resi¬ 
dential isolation of Arabs means that Arabs are the first to be laid off 
in a recession and the last to be rehired after a business upturn, 
since labor exchanges that are located almost exclusively in Jewish 
cities are required by law to give preference to local workers (Lustick 
1980, p. 233). A Israeli law prohibiting the use of nounionized 
workers, combined with the Jewish trade union (Histadrut) pre-1957 
policy of not organizing Arabs, gave Jewish union officials (before 
1957) the legal apparatus for demanding the dismissal of Arab 
workers and their replacement by Jewish workers whenever the 
latter wanted Arab jobs (Lustick 1980, p. 165). Although Arabs are 
now allowed into the Histadrut, not one of its thousands of collec¬ 
tively owned enterprises (as of 1977) was located in an Arab village 
(Lustik 1980, p. 96). 

The Palestine Arabs, of course, are just as much an excluded 
group in Palestine as they are a source of cheap labor for the Israeli 
economy. Beginning in the 1880s European Jewish immigrants pro¬ 
gressively displaced the indigenous Arab peasants. The process of 
exclusion was accelerated after World War I, when Palestine passed 
from Turkish to British rule. A flood of Jewish refugees emigrated 
from Europe immediately after World War II and large-scale emigra¬ 
tion continued through the 1950s (from the 1950s the bulk of Jewish 
emigration was from Africa and Asia). Before Israeli independence in 
1948 European Jews (who had considerable financial backing) pro¬ 
gressively bought Arab land. With the independence of the Jewish 
state great quantities of Arab-owned land were confiscated mostly on 
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the pretense that the owners had deserted it (to flee the fighting of 
the 1948 war). Many of the owners of the land confiscated by the 
Israeli state from the Arabs and turned over to Jews were, in fact 
nonrefugees (who continued to be legal citizens of the Israeli state). 

A number of legal ruses reminiscent of similar methods used to 
displace indigenous populations throughout the colonized world (e.g., 
South Africa, The United States, Australia) were employed. For 
example, an area encompassing Arab-owned farm land is declared a 
"closed area” for security reasons by the military (and Arabs are 
prohibited from entering the areas for any reason). After three years 
the Ministry of Agriculture declares all uncultivated lands expropri¬ 
ated. The Arab land, thus, passes into the general land reserve for 
Jewish settlements. 

Arabs through the 1960s were required to demonstrate unchal¬ 
lenged possession of their land for 15 to 25 years by producing 
records from the British colonial period. Many of the hereditary 
occupants of the land were never issued official papers by the British 
during the mandate period, and many who had official papers had 
lost them during the hostilities of 1947-48 (facts well known to the 
Jewish authorities). Thus, large numbers of Arabs who remained in 
Israel and on their land were forced off it. Much of the remainder of 
nonrefugee Arab land was confiscated for reasons of “security” or 
"vital development." Although many violations of due process were 
later admitted by the Israeli state, no improperly seized land has 
been returned to the Arabs (Lustick 1980, pp. 175-78). 

As is true of the "excluded” and “specially exploited” populations 
everywhere in the capitalist world, the Arabs living in Israel suffer 
the humiliations and poverty associated with these positions. For 
example, in 1974 the infant mortality rate for Jews in Israel was 19.2 
per 1.000; for non-Jews 37.0 (Lustick 1980, p. 159). The gap grew 
from a ratio of 1.76 in 1960 to 1.93 in 1974. In 1976, 58 percent of all 
Arab families lived more than two persons to a room, compared to 
only 9 percent of Jewish families. Welfare payments made to the 
Arab poor as a matter of policy are 60 percent of the level provided to 
the Jewish poor (Lustick 1980, p. 185). 

Jewish settlers in Israel generally express the same types of 
racist attitudes toward the indigenous and specially exploited popula¬ 
tion as is characteristic of European settlers in North America toward 
Indians, blacks, and Ladinos. A survey of Jewish attitudes toward 
Arabs taken in 1968 found that 86 percent said they would refuse to 
rent a room to an Arab and 67 percent would not agree to have an 
Arab as a neighbor. Another survey in 1976 found that 71 percent of 
respon ents declared that Arabs will not reach the level of progress 
ot Jews and 76 percent rejected the possibility of having an Arab 


superior at work. Everyday language in Israel uses the adjective 
Arab to denote undependable performance, faulty work, laziness, 
and stupidity. It is also common for the Hebrew term for “dog” to be 
used as epithet for Arab (Lustick 1980, p. 85). It would appear that 
the long Jewish experience of persecution has had no impact on 
Jewish racism toward the Arabs. The economic imperatives of 
exclusion and special exploitation seem to easily and quickly override 
any such autonomy of ideas. 

I he experience of Africans and people of African descent, no 
more than that of others, has immunized them from racist feelings. 
Blacks in East Africa have expressed tremendous hostility (often in 
the form of riots and expulsions) against the East Indians, who are 
mostly merchants (Indians were expelled in mass from Uganda in the 
1960s). A similar racism has been expressed against the Arabs (which 
took the form of a bloody pogrom in Zanzibar in the early 1960s). 
Similar sentiments have also been demonstrated against Chinese and 
Jewish merchants in the Caribbean and in the black ghettos of the 
United States. There has been considerable hostility between the 
blacks in Jamaica, Guyana, and Trinidad against the East Indians 
(who were brought in as contract laborers by the British after the 
abolition of slavery, since they would work for less than the black 
freemen), who tend to both be middleman merchants and the lowest 
paid most menial agricultural labor. In the larger countries of the 
English-speaking Caribbean people of African descent tend to be 
concentrated in urban better paid and more unionized jobs and thus 
tend to resent cheap competition as well as what are perceived as 
gouging merchants. 

Since independence there has been considerable hostility among 
Africans of different states and tribes (which has produced a number 
of expulsions of various groups). Ugandans were excluded from 
Kenya; Nigerians and Togolese from Ghana; Malians from Zaire and 
Upper Volta; Togolese and Dahomeans from the Ivory Coast, and so 
on (Wallerstein 1979, p. 172). In most of Nigeria there is considerable 
racist hostility against members of the Ibo tribe (who are heavily 
concentrated in middle class positions throughout the country). Anti* 
Ibo feelings are the equivalent of anti-Semitism in Europe, anti- 
Chinese feelings in Southeast Asia, or anti-Indian sentiment in East 
Africa. It is economic position, not skin color, language, religion, or 
geographical location that produces races and racism. 

RACIST STRUCTURES AND CLASS DIFFERENCES 

Different classes within the majority ethnic/racial group have 
different interests in different forms of racist structures. They vary 
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in regard to racist attitudes and chauvinistic behavior as well as 
acceptance of racialist theory. Similarly, the various classes among 
minority peoples have different interests in as well as strategies for 
mitigating the racist structures by which they are defined. 

Class Differences within the Majority Group 

The capitalist class is the most consistently and thoroughly 
supportive of racist structures. Within this class, the more marginal, 
competitive, less productive, and technologically backward capitalists, 
historically, especially agricultural (and to a lesser extent mining) 
capital, have been the most insistent on caste orders (with firm lines 
between the occupations in which “racially inferior” groups could 
obtain employment, and those occupations reserved for “racially 
superior” groups). This has been the case because of this group’s 
need to ensure themselves an abundant pool of cheap and compliant 
labor that is forced to provide its labor power in greater numbers and 
at lower remuneration that could be the case with a free labor 
market. 

By supporting racial barriers to migration to cities, commercial 
farmers can establish a surplus of labor in the countryside that is 
forced to sell its labor power very cheaply. By establishing barriers to 
skilled occupations (predominantly in the technically advanced sector) 
marginal and competitive sector capitalists ensure themselves of an 
oversupply of cheap labor. The enforcement of a rigid caste order also 
has advantages for both sectors of capital in politically excluding the 
specially exploited sector of the working class from the political 
process (thus allowing parliamentary forms to function without dis¬ 
ruption), the prohibition or strict regulation of trade unions among 
"racially inferior” workers, and the disorganization of the “racially 
superior" group of workers. 

Majority group workers are led to support the capitalist class 
because of the relative advantages they have compared to the racially 
inferior caste (to which they feel superior and with whom they, thus, 
lack solidarity). Strict caste segregation of occupations, with the 
better jobs reserved for the racially superior, thus functions to 
legitimate capitalist institutions. Sometimes conscious racialist ideo¬ 
logy is supplemented by considerable economic concessions to the 
skilled or technically advanced sector workers (as in South Africa). 
Sometimes no real concessions are granted, with capital relying in¬ 
stead on the illusion of concessions that comes from relative advan¬ 
tage compared to the subordinate caste to accomplish the same 
ideological effect (as in the South of the United States). This latter 
ideological effect (imaginary “white skin privilege”) based on relative 
advantage is clearly a "lived relation” of racism. 
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The maintenance of caste barriers within essentially capitalist or 
semicapitalist relations of production is a continuation of the logic 
that led to commercial landlords institutionalizing slavery in the 
Caribbean basin as well as serfdom in eastern Europe in the sixteenth 
through nineteenth centuries (i.e., the necessity to secure a cheap 
labor force that was bottled up on the land). In the United States for 
two generations after the end of slavery the ex-black slaves were 
kept on the land through an interrelated system of semifeudal con¬ 
trols (e.g., de facto debt peonage, physical threats, differential law 
enforcement, lack of education) combined with exclusion from other 
economic opportunities. Blacks were excluded from the primary post- 
Civil War industrial sector—textiles—until the 1960s (see M. Reich 
1981, p. 246-47) as well as from employment in most Northern 
industries (until World War I and the end of European immigration 
led to their massive entry). In the South blacks were employed in 
some industrial occupations outside of the central textile industry 
(e.g., turpentine, dock work, lumber) as well as in the most oppressive 
jobs in the new steel industry of northern Alabama. The caste exclu¬ 
sion of blacks from most alternative pursuits and their consequent 
bottling up on the land and in a few less-skilled occupations and 
more marginal Southern industries proved extremely profitable to 
both Southern landlords and much of small-scale Southern capital, 
who thereby secured an abundant and cheap labor force. Textile 
capital (much of it of Northern origins) was structurally indifferent to 
whether or not both blacks and whites, or only whites, were to be 
employed in the mills. But as long as an abundant source of cheap 
white workers was available, the system of racial exclusion proved 
very profitable. Textile capital, however, positively benefited from 
the racial exclusion rule since it operated to disorganize the white 
proletariat (through the threat of black strikebreakers as well as the 
continuing propaganda about the “privilege” of working in the mills), 
thus preventing the unionization of the textile industry and the 
formation of a distinctive working class oriented political force in the 
South (thereby resulting in highly favorable state policies for capital). 

A similar process operated in South Africa. The Afrikaner 
(Dutch) farmers had maintained slave, serf, and semiserf relations 
with the native blacks since the settlement of the Cape Colony in the 
mid-seventeenth century. Through a process of displacement from 
the land, the Afrikaners appropriated both the best land and the 
cattle of the native populations in their continuing expansion from 
Cape Town toward the north and east. The native African people 
(although many were also killed or removed) were at first largely 
reduced to an unfree labor status on the land as slaves and serfs. In 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries this took the form of 
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tenancy {and semi serfdom), with the blacks laboring for the white 
farmers in exchange for a plot of land for subsistence cultivation 
(together with grazing rights and other necessities) {Greenberg 1980, 
chap. 4). 

The apartheid system developed in counterpoint with the expan¬ 
sion of capitalism in the republic. Gold was discovered in 1884 and 
the mining industry rapidly expanded, developing a huge appetite for 
cheap native labor. Urban industrialization, which began in the 1890s, 
was accelerated by World War I, This too produced a growing demand 
for cheap labor. The response of the increasingly commercially 
oriented Afrikaner farmers was to demand strict controls over the 
labor force, which prevented blacks from leaving the predominantly 
semifeudal tenancy relationships on the land for more lucrative alter¬ 
native employment in the mines and urban areas. At first the pass 
laws were reinvigorated and “master and servant,” vagrancy, and 
contract laws were strengthened and strictly enforced in an attempt 
to resist the logic of wage labor. As these proved inadequate, a series 
of legislative acts were passed beginning with the Native Labour 
Regulation Act of 1911 to construct an elaborate state-enforced system 
of labor controls that ensured a cheap supply of wage labor to 
Afrikaner farmers (Greenberg 1980. chaps. 5, 8). 

As capitalism and modern agricultural techniques penetrated 
Afrikaner farming over the first half of the twentieth century, the 
old semifeudal tenancy relations gave way to the more efficient wage 
labor system. Rural wage labor not only allowed all the land to 
employ modern cultivation methods (the old system of subsistence 
farming for the tenants took much of the land out of commercial 
cultivation), but also allowed the farmers to utilize only young 
healthy mates driven by the need to earn money (and the threat of 
being fired, and consequently sent to the desperate poverty of the 
native reserves) (Greenberg 1980, p. 95). The evolving apartheid 
system progressively excluded blacks from either landownership or 
tenancy in 87 percent of the country (including virtually all the best 
farming land, mineral resources, and cities). It became state policy to 
prohibit tenancy fand thus ensure modern agricultural relations and 
technology) in the countryside. The evolving black rural proletariat 
came to be legally defined as citizens of semiautonomous “Bantus- 
tans” (located on the largely barren other 13 percent of the country), 
to which their families were often forcibly displaced. By 1973 only 
16,000 rural black tenants remained (all in the province of Natal) 
(Greenberg 1980, p. 93). 

Rather than relying on the traditional elaborate system of labor 
controls that ensured semifeudal relations (such as the masters and 
servants acts, or legal restrictions on quitting), the new system of 
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labor controls was much simpler. The system of pass laws, labor 
bureaus, prohibitions on landownership, and exclusion from high- 
wage occupations now forces the black proletariat to sell its labor 
under very favorable conditions for the commercial farmers as well 
as provide an adequate (and low paid) supply of black labor to 
industry (Greenberg 1980, pp. 104-5). In general (not only in South 
Africa), the interest of commercial farmers in preventing the develop¬ 
ment of free labor markets (and their support of semifeudal and wage 
labor systems based on caste distinctions) has been the norm until 
industrial capital becomes dominant (Greenberg 1980, chap, 3). 

The evolving system of apartheid, whose primary motive thrust 
was the economic interest of the Afrikaner farmers for abundant and 
cheap African labor, was supported by the vital mining industry 
(owned by British capital), which also required a cheap and abundant 
labor force unhindered by the class conscious and militant unionism 
that characterized mine workers through most of the rest of the 
world. Rather than rely on a permanent proletariat settled around 
the mines, the mine owners developed a system of labor migration in 
which blacks both from the “Native Areas” (the 13 percent of the 
country reserved for black landownership and “permanent" residence) 
as well as adjacent countries (especially Mozambique), would come to 
work for half a year to two years, then return to the "Native Areas” 
or Mozambique, replaced by other “migrant laborers.” 

Especially in the early stages of mining development, when 
techniques were particularly labor intensive and few laborers could 
be induced to voluntarily leave their tribal and relatively abundant 
environments (where horticultural or pastoral modes of production 
predominated) mine owners relied on state-directed labor recruitment 
policies. These policies included the displacement of native peoples 
from their land and the separation from their cattle (which forced 
them to sell their labor power to survive), the corvee (or labor tax) in 
French areas, and the imposition of a “hut tax” requiring natives to 
pay a tax in European money (money which for most could only be 
earned by selling their labor power). The mine owners were faced 
with the fact that no wage rate, no matter how lucrative, was 
normally able to get those organized in tribal societies to sell their 
labor power to capital. It normally takes strong state intervention 
and/or displacement from the land to establish the conditions under 
which precapitalist producers will become wage laborers (Greenberg 
1980, p. 134). 

Not only was a repressive state labor system necessary to create 
a labor force for the mines, but the labor-intensive nature of mining 
(and commercial farming), together with the competitive conditions 
of the world market where the products were sold, exerted strong 
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pressure for the wage rate paid in the mines (and commercial agricul¬ 
ture) to be considerably below that which would prevail in a truly 
free labor market (in fact, often at a below subsistence level). The 
caste system that closed certain occupations (including most urban 
employment) to natives, by creating an oversupply of native laborers 
attempting to sell their labor power to the mines and commercial 
farms, succeeded in accomplishing this. A below subsistence wage 
was made possible by employing young males for only part of the 
year, keeping their family on the land performing subsistence agricul¬ 
ture the year around—with the young men helping part of the time 
(see Magubane 1979, pp. 123, 143). 

As long as there are sufficient laborers for both types of indus¬ 
tries (as there were in the Southern United States in the pre-1960s 
period), and the majority group workers do not ask for too much, 
castelike systems have proven quite viable, especially in areas where 
general social legitimation has required the political support of 
majority group workers (e.g., South Africa). 

Industrial capital, however, especially that in the technically 
most advanced sectors, has little or no special economic interest in 
maintaining caste orders (in contrast to commercial farmers and 
technically backward miners). First, by the time that significant 
industry has developed, there are normally adequate supplies of labor 
available from those who have been displaced from the land by 
earlier commercialization of agriculture. Second, employing generally 
more productive means of production than agriculture (and often 
mining as well) industrial capital can afford to attract plenty of labor 
m a free labor market (attracting free laborers away from the less- 
e .lent commercial farms and mines). Third, rather than giving the 
majority group workers a monopoly of employment, thus ensuring 
them an artifically high wage as well as facilitating trade union 
consciousness among employed workers, industrial capital finds it 
considerably more profitable to open up all occupations to competition 
™ , a . cc | mers including subordinate ethnic group members who 
t me own the wage {by competing for the same jobs as majority 
group workers), and disorganize the working class as a whole through 
the mutual ethnic antagonisms this competition for jobs between 
, 1 erent et n ' c groups generates {especially when one group tends to 
be concentrated in slightly better jobs, without any guarantee that it 
will keep them). The substitution of cheaper subordinate group 
wor ers or more expensive majority group workers, especially in 
industries and occupations that do not require a high level of skill 

and which are relatively labor intensive, is especially profitable for 
industrial capital. 
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ft is sometimes the case that capital in the relatively more labor 
intensive, less skilled occupations employs all comers, creating the 
maximum, working-class disorganization, while in those jobs requir- 
in g high levels of skill an agreement with the craft unions (of the 
majority ethnic group) is struck to exclude minority group workers 
m return for high levels of productivity and toyality, i.e., stable 
relations with majority group workers. In such agreements the threat 
of the use of minorities is ever present if the majority group skilled 
workers should ask for too much. 

Lit her mode of racially dividing the labor force—castelike job 
reservations with threats to undermine the privilege of majority 
group workers, or actual competition among all comers regardless of 
ethnic status-provides capital with tremendous freedom to manage 
the labor force, and to generate considerable profits as a result (see 
Greenberg 1980, p. 138), Often the particular mode of labor control 
adopted by industrial capital depends purely on the shape of their 
political alliance with mining interests and commercial farmers {and 
to a lesser extent organized skilled workers). When the constellation 
of forces changes (e.g., when agricultural capital becomes politically 
weak, or its needs for castelike labor systems change) industrial 
capital can rather quickly and easily make the transition to totally 
free labor markets (dropping all caste barriers). This was the case in 
the Southern U.S. textile industry. South African industrial capital 
appears willing to make such a transition. 

Factory labor, unlike commercial farming, normally requires 
continuity in its labor force. Continually rotating migrant labor is 
inefficient in machine technology where industrial skills and dis¬ 
cipline must be taught over a rather lengthy period, and gradually 
improved through a process of learning and promotion. Further, labor 
control in modern industrial conditions depends in good part on 
continuity and employee loyalty generated through promotion oppor¬ 
tunities, internal labor markets, bonuses, acceptance of work rules, 
and so on. All these factors are lost in a system where migrant 
laborers are forced to return to their "homelands” every six months 
to two years. Industrial capital thus tends to promote and support a 
permanently settled labor force within reasonable daily commuting 
distance of their factories—a goal in conflict with traditional commer¬ 
cial agriculture and mining industrys propensity not to create a 
permanent proletariat (see Magubane 1979, p. 131). 

It should be noted that both sectors of capital are structurally 
racist (those that rely on castelike segmented labor markets as well 
as those that rely on ethnically heterogeneous labor). However, tech¬ 
nically backward capitals support of castelike structures must be 
judged more racist because of its especially detrimental effect on 
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subordinate group workers. It should also be noted that technoW. 
ically backward sector capitalists, much like slave owners and serf 
and semiserf employing landlords before them, tend to be especially 
paternalistic in their personal relationships with their subordinate 
group workers (rationalizing their inferior caste position as one of 
protection). Both types of capital have often consciously generated 
majority group ethnic solidarity or "nationalism.” and used it to 
mobilize the people of the majority ethnic group (including the 
working class, petty bourgeoisie, and farmers/peasantry) to support 
its economic and military interests; and to prevent interethnic group 
class solidarity from developing that would act against the economic 
interests of the wealthy. 

Majority group workers have two structural responses to sub¬ 
ordinate group workers; first, to attempt to exclude them from the 
labor force (or at least from the better jobs), thereby reserving the 
better positions for themselves; or second, to help organize them into 
the same working class organizations into which they are organized 
(insisting that the position of majority group workers not be under¬ 
mined by paying minority group workers less). Both responses have 
been common in the history of organized labor. The first has most 
often been the response of skilled workers who have found themselves 
m a position where their monopoly on skills (as well as their rela¬ 
tively small number) has allowed them to effectively strike, disrupt 
production, or otherwise organize to prevent integration; while the 
second has been the most common response of the unskilled and 
semiskilled workers (who are rarely in a position to affect the 
decisions of capital about whether or not to recruit workers of other 
ethnic groups). Among these latter workers an "interracial” organiz¬ 
ing effort (e.g., industrial unionism) objectively offers the best hope of 
maintaining and advancing their position. Futile attempts to exclude 
workers of other ethnic groups normally results only in disorganiza- 
lon o the class, and consequently in a deterioration of the position 
. ^ ers ^ cause intensification of mutual hostility among 
its different segments. Industrial unions (that are unable to effectively 
create a jo monopoly) composed of majority group workers who 
work side by side with minority group workers would be most hard 
pressed to successfully organize on any other basis than by in* 
corporattng all similarly placed workers. The attempt to organize 
ff _Lf on ? e Wor ^ ers at a given work place makes it most difficult to 

iqon ' ve n Q f"(Ic e ., 0r n exert other Power against capital (Greenberg 
1980, pp. 284-86; M. Reich 1981, p. 271). 

m Iufk-° U ui ^ not ed, however, that in conditions of a very strong 
induct *| C “k of capital (e.g,, commercial farmers, miners, and 

ria capital) that is committed to a racial caste system ex- 
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eluding ethnic minorities from industrial employment, the dominant 
group unskilled working class unions mostly tend to support ex¬ 
clusionary policies. Under these conditions they do not face direct 
competition from minority group workers (only the underlying threat 
that capital might employ them in the event of a strike or if 
productivity does not rise, and so on)* Providing there are sufficient 
numbers to profitably staff capitalist enterprises, appeals to the 
\vhite skin privilege of majority group workers can well secure 
their political loyalty (even when interracial working class unitv 
might have the result of fundamentally redistributing wealth and 
power to the mutual benefit of workers of both racial groupings). 

It must be emphasized that relatively unskilled industrial 
workers are never powerful enough to effect the exclusion of other 
ethnic group workers against the will of their employers fas much as 
they sometimes might like to). They are simply too weak politically 
and economically. Decisions about the inclusions of various ethnic 
groups in different industries and occupations are primarily a result 
of the dynamic of the various sectors of capital. 

Not only is interracial solidarity in the class interest of indus¬ 
trial workers (at least the less skilled), but the very structure of 
industrial production tends to create “interracial” solidarity within 
the working class (as welt as to undermine racial categories). Studies 
of relationships among workers within industry show that relation- 
ships of solidarity are generated by the necessity of cooperation 
within industrial labor (Burawoy 1979, pp. 140-45; Kornblurn 1974; 
chap. 2), The racial chauvinism and social exclusiveness of racially 
defined groups that exists within the work relations of industrial 
capitalism seems to be largely carried over from relationships outside 
of production (residence, culture, and so on). It is not uncommon to 
find work-generated relationships of mutual respect and friendship 
on the job, which are not generally continued after working hours 
(when each 'racial group retreats back into its own social environ¬ 
ment). The divergence between the conscious and unconscious racial¬ 
ist stereotyping and chauvinism brought to the point of production 
by workers and the “lived relation" of interracial solidarity on the job 
is often resolved in favor of intraclass solidarity in industrial union¬ 
ism as well as other forms of class action. It is also manifested in 
joking relationships" across racial lines, where the racialist attitudes 
of both groups are expressed in the form of playful antagonisms that 
both allow the expression of hostility and affirm solidarity (in the 
form of a "friendship that takes no offense at insult,” according to 
Alfred Radcliffe-Brown). The structural solidarity across "racial” lines 
(reflecting the lack of racism as a “lived relation”) thus seems to be 
considerably more important than the conscious racialist attitudes 
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manifested in racial jokes among majority group workers and the 
expression of other forms of chauvinist attitudes. There seems to be 
a qualitative difference in the structures and effect of racism between 
dominant group workers who work side by side with minority group 
workers for any length of time (and who thus must cooperate to 
survive), and those who are separated in castelike structures (and 
who thus do not have to cooperate in their daily labor). 

There are contradictions in the racist structure of an integrated 
labor force. The process of integrating a labor force in order to create 
competition for jobs and disorganize the working class to maximize 
profits tends to result in creating “interracial” solidarity that comes 
to defeat the purpose of capital (as well as to eventually undermine 
the significance of the racial categories themselves, e.g., the difference 
between Irish and Anglo-Saxons, Italians and Nordics, and so on). 
This process, however, rather than resulting in the general under¬ 
mining of racism, merely creates the need for the import of new 
ethnically distinct groups (which can be defined as racially inferior) 
to do the dirty work of capitalism. 

However, the process of creating working class solidarity only 
need succeed in undermining the racialization of any specific groups 
within the working class when no strong counteracting pressures are 
acting. For example, if a significant and growing proportion of a 
racially defined essentially working class people are in a position of 
mediation (e.g., the Chinese), exclusion/redundancy (e.g., ghetto 
blacks or Puerto Ricans) racial lines can not only be maintained but 
even intensified. In such cases the racism generated in other contexts, 
through residential friction, hostility against merchants or other 
middlemen, resentments against paying taxes to support an excluded 
population in the ghettos, and so on, could counteract or even override 
the solidarity generated between the working class segments of the 
majority and minority group peoples generated on the job. 

There is a long history of industrial unions in the United States 
that has emphasized the organization of all unskilled/semiskilled 
workers regardless of ethnicity. Indeed the Industrial Workers of the 
World as well as the Knights of Labor were based on such principles, 
likewise with the Congress of Industrial Organizations in the 1930s 
and 1940s (one of its slogans was “Black and White, Unite and 
Fight”). Even in the postbellum U.S. South (in the generation after 
the Civil War) there was a considerable history of blacks and whites 
working together in industrial unions. Dockworkers in New Orleans 
collaborated across racial lines, especially in the 1892 general strike. 
The same collaboration was found in the Alabama coalfields and the 
new Birmingham Steel industry. Around the turn of the century the 
United Mine Workers (UMW) were probably the most integrated 


organization in the United States (a concerted effort by capital to 
crush the union movement in the coal mines destroyed the UMW's 
initial interracial solidarity in 1908) (see Greenberg 1980. pp. 330, 
343-45; M. Reich 1981, pp. 240-45). The history of industrial union¬ 
ism in the Republic of South Africa (through the 1930s) demonstrated 
many examples of “open” industrial unions that opposed the develop¬ 
ing racial exclusion system insisting on organizing both blacks and 
whites (see Greenberg 1980, p. 319). There has, in fact, continued to 
be a significant current of white trade union opinion, manifested in 
the leadership of unions such as the Garment Workers, which 
remains opposed to the system of job reservations and is willing to 
organize all comers (Greenberg 1980, p. 320). 

While unskilled and semiskilled workers might often be the most 
chauvinistic in their personal relationships and attitudes (especially 
outside of the work environment), structurally they are the least 
racist of all classes in capitalist society (and as such are the natural 
allies of minority group workers). 

Both structurally and in interpersonal behavior in relation to 
groups that are primarily in the mediating role, the petty bourgeoisie 
is normally the most racist of all classes. Both the old independent 
and the new salaried middle class segments of this class in Europe 
historically have been most anti-Semitic. Likewise, it is this class in 
Southeast’Asia, East Africa, and Turkey that has expressed the 
greatest anti-Chinese, Indian, and Armenian sentiments. Limitations 
on their economic activities (including quotas in higher education and 
the professions) or their exclusion altogether (including their total 
expulsion from a country) benefit most those who would be in their 
place (in both trade and the professions). Thus, especially in times ot 
crisis, when it is especially difficult for the majority group small 
shopkeeper to avoid bankruptcy or the children of the middle classes 
to find professional jobs, anti-Semitism, anti-Chinese, anti-Armenian, 
and similar sentiments as well as structural restrictions tend to grow 
(such was clearly the case in Europe in the 1930s). 

Petty bourgeois farmers tend to be structurally (and mterper- 
sonally) the most racist in relation to the excluded groups such as 
the American Indians (with whom they engaged in a rather unequal 
competition for the farmland of North America for 300 years). Often 
the majority group shopkeepers and professionals see the specially 
exploited workers as their potential customers and clients and. thus, 
have no special structural reason to express hostility to them. On the 
other hand, small farmers in a rural economy dominated by larger 
capitalist farms employing laborers from the racially dominated group 
as well as artisans or trades people in competition with urban ethnic 
enterprises using cheap labor often tend to see specially exploited 
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“racially" distinct workers as the source of their problems (and are, 
thus, especially strong advocates of exclusion). This was the case for 
small farmers in California in the latter part of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries in their attitudes toward Asians as well as the 
case for the poor landowning white farmers of the Southern United 
States toward blacks in both the prebellum and postbellum periods. 

Because of their structural desire to exclude competitors from 
other ethnic groups (from either business or the land), the inter¬ 
personal racism of this sector can be and has been especially vicious. 
Not uncommonly in the capitalist epoch it has manifested itself in 
systematic genocide (e.g. t against the American Indians, against the 
European Jews). The majority group petty bourgeoisie has often used 
majority group ethnic solidarity or nationalism in order to mobilize 
popular support in their attempt to exclude competitors and potential 
competitors from their relatively privileged positions in small bus¬ 
iness and the professions. 

In South Africa it was the alliance between the Afrikaner petty 
bourgeois (urban and rural), small capitalist farmers, and the skilled 
working class that developed the apartheid system. The three-class 
Afrikaner alliance always looked with suspicion on the overwhelm¬ 
ingly English (and now increasingly American and other major 
imperialist power owned) basic industries. It was this coalition that 
has been behind the Nationalist Party (which governed South Africa 
after 1948) and its central policy of constructing total apartheid 
(however inconvenient for industrial capital). All three segments of 
the Afrikaner people saw that their relatively privileged position 
would be threatened if the process of proletarianization and urbaniza¬ 
tion of blacks were allowed to continue.* 

The Afrikaner petty bourgeoisie was the leading force in the rise 
of Afrikaner nationalism and the construction of the apartheid 
system. From 1910 when the British granted self-rule to the republic, 
the Afrikaner petty bourgeoisie actively cultivated nationalism based 
on “race," language, and religion, appealing to all Afrikaner farmers 
and workers to buy from Afrikaner shopkeepers, participate in 
Afrikaner cultural and religious activities, invest in Afrikaner bus¬ 
inesses, and so on (see Magubane 1979, p. 167). The wealthier seg¬ 
ments of the Afrikaner petty bourgeoisie strove to convert themselves 
into capitalists. After the Nationalist Party came to power in 1948 a 


*The institution of apartheid meant the relocation of all “racial” groups including 
Indians into different zones. It should be noted that the massive uprooting and 
displacement of the Indians (the traditional commercial caste, along with the Jews, in 
the republic) opened up considerable commercial opportunities for the Afrikaner petty 
bourgeoisie (Magubane 1979. p. 177). 


wide range of measures was adopted to assist this development. 
Afrikaner industrial capital (virtually nonexistent before World War 
II) became a major force after a generation of Nationalist Party rule 
(Macubane 1979, chap. 7). The reliance of Afrikaner capital on the 
Nationalist Party controlling the state (and the special economic 
benefits this provided) has given this class a specia stake in the 
maintenance of the apartheid system (which materially benefits the 
Afrikaner petty bourgeoisie, commercial farmers, and skilled workers 
more than it does industrial Afrikaner capital). 

Class Differences within the Minority Group 

Although a specific “racial group" is normally defined by the 
class position of the bulk of its members (i.e., whether it is essentially 
in a relation of special exploitation, mediation or exclusion) there is 
almost always a degree of class differentiation (or at ^ 
positions in terms of privilege) within a given group. Thus, although 
blacks in the United States before the Civil War were defined bj the 
relationship of slavery, there were both a small number of tja 
(a few of which were even slave owners) and a stratum of re^ti e y 
privTeged black slaves (slave drivers and some house servants). After 
emancfpation a small (and since the 1960s rather rapidly growing) 
petty bourgeoisie developed among blacks on the one hand ’^ hl ^°" 
the other in the post-World War II period a growing excluded sector 
has accumulated in the urban ghettos, even while blacks have re- 
m"n^ defined by their central relationship of 
Among Jews, Chinese, Armenians East Indians, and so on 
been defined primarily by the relationship of “edmtmn, there h 
alwavs been a differentiation between a few wealthy capitalists ana 
S y ^Xn,s on ,he one extreme and large «-l« - 
marginal petty bourgeoisie (lumpen petty bourgeois) as well as 
S emptoyei of the wealthy on the other. Likewise, among the 
SSJSftS are usually a few who have a specml£*£ J* 
tionship with the majority ethnic group as well as those ™ ha 
reTative power and privilege among the remnants of tnbal/band 

SKi The different ctasses and strata within a ^ 

people have somewhat different interests as wel1 ' J ^ h 

shies to accommodate to racist structures. transform them ahy w«h 

groups in the majority community, and so ,,,- 

common for the most privileged classes and stmta fte blac k petty 

bourgeoisie, the richest Jewish/Chinese 

chiefs, and so on) to accommodate to racist 5tr f * U ” 

fact (in spite of certain interpersonal insults an 
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tion'l fare rather well (unlike the majority of (heir peoples). For 
example, traditionally the small black petty bourgeoisie actually 
profited from racial discrimination. Blacks who could not obtain the 
services of a white barber or undertaker were forced by the discrim¬ 
inatory structures to use the services of black barbers and under¬ 
takers (see Frazier 1957). The wealthiest Jews, Chinese, Armenians, 
and so on historically were normally well protected by the dominant 
landlord and imperial interests because of the vital economic func¬ 
tions they perform (vital and most profitable functions that would 
evaporate without the traditional caste privileges of these groups). 

Ethnic identity or "nationalism” is the ideology that members of 
a nation, people, ethnic group, or “racial” minority have more in 
common with each other than the various constituent classes of the 
group have with other people in similar class positions. Further, 
“nationalism” dictates that because of their postulated overriding 
common interest, all classes within the ethnic group, people, or 
“racial" minority should work together economically and politically 
to advance their collective interests against other “nations”, “races”, 
ethnic groups, or peoples (even against those who are in the same 
classes). Nationalism is the advocacy of ethnic or “national” solidarity 
and action over class consciousness and action. It is, thus, the oppo¬ 
site of class consciousness that argues solidarity should occur and 
political alliances be formed primarily along class lines (even against 
the relatively privileged groups within one’s subordinate ethnic 
group). Nationalism and class consciousness are, thus, alternative 
strategies of political action for gaining improvement in one’s life. 

In fact nationalism is a product of class forces. Although different 
kinds of nationalism differ qualitatively in their effects, all serve 
some classes within a given racial group as opposed to others. For 
example, the capitalist class, rich merchants, or the petty bourgeoisie 
of the dominated nation or people have often generated ethnic solidar¬ 
ity or nationalism and used it to attempt to mobilize the poorer 
segments of the minority group behind the former’s interests and 
leadership, i.e., to preserve these groups’ relative privilege. This has 
often been manifested in attempts to maintain the conditions of 
exceptionally cheap labor for the small capitalist enterprises of 
mediating groups (e.g., Jews, Chinese) Nationalism has also been 
used by the petty bourgeoisie of the Ladino and black peoples in the 
United States in the post-1960s period in their fight for affirmative 
action programs and quotas in universities, business, and the profes¬ 
sions (which mostly benefit this class). 

Similar uses of nationalism (here more often referred to as tribal¬ 
ism) have also occurred in the postindependence period in Africa. The 
relative overproduction of educated people combined with the surplus 


of petty business people especially in times of economic recession, 
has produced considerable ethnic or tribal conflict. This has taken 
the form of the relatively privileged (mostly petty bourgeois) profes¬ 
sionals and small business people in many of the new states, or in 
some cases regions of the new states, attempting to mobilize tribal, 
national, or racial sentiments among the peasants and working class 
in order to gain allies for the exclusion of their competitors for scarce 
petty-bourgeois positions (many of whom have been from different 
tribes, states, ethnic groups, and so on). Some of the more successful 
efforts along these lines have resulted in the expulsion of the East 
Indians from Uganda, the massacre of Arabs in Zanzibar, and the 
exclusion of Malians from Upper Volta and Zaire, of Ugandans from 
Kenya, of Togolese from Ghana and the Ivory Coast, and of Nigerians 
from Ghana (see WaJlerstein 1979, p. 172). 

CONCLUSION 

The capitalist nature of racist structures, racialist ideology, and 
interpersonal racism must be stressed. Although racism as a “lived 
relation" has existed (mostly without an articulated racialist ideology) 
from more or less the origins of class society, all three structures of 
racism were considerably intensified at the height of the capitalist 
epoch (as were racialist theories and interpersonal racism). 

It should be noted that slavery was generally the most brutal in 
the English colonies, and most humane in the Portuguese and 
Spanish, i.e., the more closely slavery was related to rising industrial 
capitalism the more brutal it was. Likewise, the treatment of the 
American Indians was the most brutal in North America, where 
genocide and forced displacement was the most systematically prac¬ 
ticed—again because of the drive of the expanding industrial capital¬ 
ist system to incorporate new land and resources. 

The last half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the 
period of the triumph and consolidation of capitalism, can perhaps be 
considered the most racist era in human history. During this period 
the systematic extermination of the indigenous peoples of North 
America and Australia reached its peak, and the enserfment of the 
highland Indians of Latin America reached its greatest intensity. The 
caste structure that forced U.S. blacks into sharecropping, denied 
them basic formal political rights, and imposed apartheidlike restric¬ 
tions on them (the Jim Crow system) developed in the 1890s. Chinese 
and other Asians were transported around the world as indentured 
labor as well as massively assaulted and expelled. Jews and Armen¬ 
ians in the latter years of the nineteenth and early twentieth century 
were uprooted from their traditional occupations, displaced by the 
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millions, and subjected to what must be considered two of the most 
systematic and cold-blooded genocides in human history. 

All three basic structures of racism have partially mitigated in 
their intensity in the post-World War II industrial capitalist world. 
Primary structures of exclusion have largely withered away with the 
peoples against whom they were directed, e.g., American Indians, 
Australian aborigines (which made it function less). Almost all land of 
value has been appropriated from the indigenous peoples and incorpo¬ 
rated into the world capitalist system. However, it should be noted 
that secondary exclusion, e.g., that of redundant blacks, is increasing 
in significance. Antagonism against those in structures of mediation 
(middlemen minorities) has declined in importance as these groups 
have either been exterminated/expelled (the Jews in central Europe, 
the Armenians in Turkey, the East Indians in much of East Africa, 
and so on) or transformed into less visible (for the time being) middle 
class professionals. The viciousness of racial structures of special 
exploitation/disorganization has been mitigated somewhat by the 
long-term trend of rising prosperity and the associated all-around 
expansion of basic rights and social welfare that have, in part, trick¬ 
led down to the racially oppressed groups (even to the new “guest 
workers," and “illegal aliens"), as well as by the withering of caste¬ 
like structures. 

There is no special reason, however, to expect the post-1920s 
trend of mitigation of racist structures to continue either for those in 
positions of special exploitation, or in secondary positions of exclu¬ 
sion. In a period of economic contraction with an “oversupply" of 
college graduates seeking professional and managerial jobs, hostility 
against the extreme concentration of Jews and Asians among college 
students and in the professions could very easily manifest itself in 
considerable hostility against these groups (as it did in Germany, 
eastern Europe, and the United States in the 1920s and 1930s). 
Likewise, in a period of rising unemployment and declining real 
wages, competition for better jobs could well result in an intensifica¬ 
tion of racist sentiments in the working class as well as in capital 
increasingly using racial divisions to disorganize the working class in 
order to. further reduce wages and increase work discipline (e.g., by 
increasing the immigration of Latin American workers, many as part 
of “bracero" type programs that limit their contact with majority 
group workers). Last, the growing secondarily excluded population 
piling up in the black ghettos of the United States could very well 
serve as a scapegoat to deflect the hostility of the masses of white 
working people away from the system responsible for their ills (sim¬ 
ilar to what happened to eastern European Jews in the 1930s). It 
must be underlined that racism is a capitalist structure , a product of 
the logic of capital. 


11 _ 

The Position of Blacks and Ladinos 
in the U.S. Class Structure 


This chapter examines the historical development of racist 
structures by which blacks and Ladinos are defined in the United 
States. Until the World War 1 period, blacks were heavily concen¬ 
trated in the South as menial rural laborers—first slaves, then 
sharecroppers. After this period blacks were expelled from the Sand 
and pulled into the cities as urban menial laborers within fully 
capitalist relations of production. Since the 1960s new immigrants 
from Latin America have displaced Southern blacks as the primary 
source of new recruits for the most menial occupations within the 
capitalist system. 


BLACKS AND U.S. CAPITALISM 

After a period of struggle between the newly freed blacks and 
progressive (largely up-country and Republican) poor whites <w o, 
with the support of the Union Army, instituted Reconstruction 
governments in the defeated Confederacy), the old planter class had 
by 1877 once again achieved political supremacy everywhere m the 
South. Although the slaves had been freed (without compensation) 
over the 1863-67 period, their former owners continued to pretti- 

much monopolize both the land and the material mea ^ ^Titote’a 
They were, thus, able to recapture their labor force andI institutesa 

system of semiserfdom on the land—a system that pro\ _ 

more profitable than the former slave system (see Greenberg 1980, 
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The problem of maintaining an adequate supply of menial rural 
laborers on the land was solved through a variety of “extramarket” 
measures. The sharecropping system developed in which the tenants 
paid the landlords between one-third and one-half of their crops 
(depending on who provided the equipment, mules, and fertilizer). A 
series of laws were passed that forced most blacks into this labor 
system. “False-pretense” laws requiring the faithful carrying out of 
the contracts entered into by the croppers were instituted. Desertion 
of the land was, thus, made punishable by the state. Since the 
tenants often accepted “advances" for their crop they were bound to 
stay on the land to work off their debt, i.e., a system of de facto debt 
peonage was instituted (see Greenberg 1980, pp. 112-17; Reich 1981, 
pp. 230-31). Most croppers were kept in constant debt, and, thus, 
locked into a system that forced them to grow the cash crops (mostly 
cotton) that the owners of the land required. Lien laws were insti¬ 
tuted that gave the landlords the first claim on the tenant's crops. 

The system was reinforced by the planters’ control over the 
state (including judges, sheriffs, and other local officials), which 
became an instrument of labor control for the commercial planters. 
Both real and contrived debts, frame-ups, and heavy charges for 
petty offenses were systematically used against those who resisted 
the system of tenancy (black convicts were leased out by the state to 
commercial farmers). The local state did little or nothing against 
individual and mob actions that drove blacks out of independent 
farming. To keep blacks from leaving the land antivagrancy laws 
were implemented and strictly (and sometimes fraudulently) enforced 
against those attempting to migrate. Groups of blacks waiting to 
cross rivers as well as black leaders were beaten up by mobs, often 
with the collaboration of local “law enforcement” officials. Finally, 
the lack of alternative employment opportunities, either in the rapidly 
growing textile mills of the South (where most employment was 
reserved for whites) or in Northern industry (outside of domestic 
labor and a few exceptionally menial occupations), further reinforced 
the semifeudal system of the South in which black tenant labor was 
central to profitable cotton production. 

As long as there was a surplus of displaced European peasants 
(Irish, Poles, southern Italians, and so on) willing to perform the 
necessary menial labor in the low-paying occupations, and as long as 
the Southern plantation economy was financed by Northern banks 
and provided cheap raw materials for Northern industry, Northern 
capital supported the policy of keeping the black population on the 
land in the rural South. 

In 1910 89 percent of all blacks were living in the South. 
Seventy-three percent of all blacks were living in rural areas. Blacks 


comprised 30 percent of the entire population of the South, compared 
to only 2 percent of the Northern and north central states (see Table 
11,1), Between 1890 and 1910 there was only a minor migration out 
of the South-about 17,000 persons a year (see Table 11.2). 

Beginning around World War I, the mechanization of the 
Southern plantation system began to push black sharecroppers off 
the land. The system of cotton tenancy was gradually replaced by 
mechanized farming of large units (a process that required much less 
labor than tenancy). Further, cotton itself was largely replaced by 
soybeans, cattle, poultry, tobacco, peanuts, and other crops that were 
generally less labor intensive than cotton (see Greenberg 1980, chap. 
6). Thus, the semienserfed black population of the South became 
available as a labor pool for the urban factory system of the North. 
The increasing availability of this pool of surplus labor coincided 
with the closure of European immigration by the world war in the 
1914-18 period as well as with the rising agitation against further 
European immigration that culminated in the 1924 Immigrant Exclu¬ 
sion Act (legislation made possible by the development of alternative 
sources of menial laborers now available among both the blacks and 
poor whites of the rural South). From 1914 through the mid-1960s 
the South was the primary source of new menial laborers for the 
expanding industrial capitalist system of the United States. Poor 
Southern blacks and, until the late 1940s, poor whites made up the 
fourth wave of peasants displaced by ever more pervasive and expand¬ 
ing world capitalism (the first three were: the British, predominant 
before 1850; the Irish/German/Scandinavian, predominant between 
1850 and 1895; and the Slavic/Italian/fewish, predominant between 

1895 and 1914). , . . 

The industrialization of Italy, Germany, and parts of Central 
Europe (which provided job opportunities closer to home) combined 
with the withdrawal of one of the principal sources of peasant 
immigrants to the United States (Russia) from the world capitalist 
system (together with nationalist-motivated obstacles to emigration 
in Europe) reduced the supply and perhaps more importantly in¬ 
creased the price of labor power (the wages necessary to induce 
sufficient migration from Europe) relative to that for which those 
pushed off the land in the South were willing to accept men i a 
industrial employment. The economically desperate, displaced Sout 
ern black peasants (as well as many whites) were willing to wor or 
less than were new European immigrants. 

Another significant factor in the switch from displaced European 
to displaced Southern peasants was the relative degree of disorganiza¬ 
tion of the two groups. European workers were becoming increasing y 
organized, and thus resistant to manipulation by capital. This was 
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TABLE 11.2: Net Migration of Blacks out of the South 



Number 

Blacks as Percentage of Total Net 
Outmigration from the South 

1880-90 

70,000 

20 

1890-1900 

168,000 

_a 

1900-10 

170,000 

72 

1910-20 

454,000 

48 

1920-30 

749,000 

55 

1930-40 

347,000 

54 

1940-50 

1,599,000 

75 

1950-60 

1.473,000 

a 

1960-70 

1,380,000 

_a 

1970-75 

-44,000 b 

_b 


a Net migration of whites into the South. 
b Net migration of blacks into the South. 

Sources: LLS. Bureau of the Census 1979a. p. 15; U.S. Department of Com¬ 
merce 19&1a, p, 27; Wilson 1978, p 66 

manifested in the growing prevalence of militant strikes in industrial 
areas, (e.g., Lawrence, Massachusetts, in 1912; Patterson. New Jersey, 
in 1913; the wave of strikes of female garment and textile workers in 
New York City from 1908, all of which culminated in the strike wave 
0 f 1919—two of the most militant manifestations of which were the 
Great Steel Strike and the Seattle General Strike). Displaced Black 
peasants, in contrast, had for over a generation been politically docile, 
beaten down first by the overthrow of the Reconstruction govern¬ 
ments, then by the institutionalization of the Jim Crow system and 
disenfranchisement. Their consequent lack of political skills and 
organizational experience made them ideal as docile labor who would 
resist unionization and willingly participate in the ongoing processes 
of reorganizing working class occupations (as preceding generations 
of ex-peasants without industrial experience had before them). 

The availability of black peasants to replace European peasants 
as the primary source of new menial laborers in Northern industry 
was facilitated by the policy of the rapidly growing Southern textile 
industry to utilize only displaced poor whites as industrial labor (part 
of the “white supremacy” strategy of providing minor advantage to 
those with white skin in order to secure their loyalty to the system; 
see M. Reich 1981, pp. 246-50). As long as there were sufficient 
displaced white peasants there was no economic cost to the policy of 
bl-cick exclusion* 

The social situation of blacks was radically transformed in the 
halfcentury after the beginning of World War I as a consequence of 
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the radical transformation of their economic position within the 
world capitalist system. In the 1910-20 period there was an annual 
average net migration out of the South of 45.000 blacks a year, and 
in the 1920-30 period of 75.000. After slowing down in the 1930s, the 
black Northern immigration became much greater than ever with 
World War II. From 1940 to 1970 the net migration of blacks out of 
the South averaged about 150,000 people a year (see Table 11.2). 

Beginning in 1914 black men were systematically recruited by 
Northern industrial capitalists for low-paying, unskilled, or semi¬ 
skilled work in the steel mills, packinghouses, foundries, automobile 
plants, and construction. Black women were increasingly drawn into 
the unskilled branches of the needle trades, food industries, and 
commercial laundries. The barriers to black employment in unskilled 
occupations outside of the service industries and domestic labor 
rapidly came down as black workers were drawn into the main¬ 
stream of the industrial working class by the logic of capita! 
accumulation and its voracious hunger for low cost (and disorganized) 
labor. 

Popular hostility in the North against the relatively few blacks 
in this region before 1914 was considerable. Traditionally, it was 
most intense in the lower portions of the states of the Midwest that 
had been settled by poor whites who had been pushed off the good 
land of the South by the plantation system. While still in the South 
these poor whites were unable to compete with the low-cost opera¬ 
tions of the slave-owning plantation lords. As farmers, artisans, and 
free laborers, they were undercut by both slave and free black labor. 
These migrants settled in the old Northwest because slavery was not 
permitted there. They had no intention of allowing the legalization of 
the slave system in these states. Further, they fought for excluding 
free blacks from migrating to these areas and excluding those who 
were already there from occupations in which they competed with 
whites (Wilson 1978, pp. 48-49) * 

With the general rise of racism within the world capitalist 
system after 1890 (an effect of both the expansion of capitalism into 
Africa and other regions and the massive migration of displaced 
peasants to the North of the United States), discrimination against 
blacks in the Northeast increased. Most integrated white churches 
expelled their black members, and hotels, restaurants, and theaters 
in the North came to exclude blacks or establish their own Jim Crow 


*Abraham Lincoln's family was typical of this class of poor whites. Born in 
slaveholding Kentucky, his parents took him first to southern Indiana, then to 
downstate Illinois, where he made his political career in the new Republican Party. 


POSITION OF BLACKS AND LADINOS IN U.S. / 439 

rules (paralleling those established in the South at the same time), 
1 he first two decades of the twentieth century saw the most intense 
discrimination and racial hostility, as well as the firmest caste 
crystallization, of any period in the history of race relations in the 
Northern states since the abolition of slavery. 

There were good reasons for the capitalist class of the North to 
encourage the racial hostility of first the Irish, then the Slavs, and 
finally Italians against blacks. Those blacks who could be recruited 
as strikebreakers during the strikes of European workers as well as 
those potentially competing with European workers for skilled jobs 
and the capitalist responsibility for excluding blacks from certain 
occupations (thereby giving the European workers petty privileges) 
served admirably as a deflector of class hostility away from capital, 
just as the Jim Crow white supremacy system instituted by the 
Democratic Party in the 1890s served in the South. The over¬ 
whelmingly racist portrayal of blacks in the upper class controlled 
media (which intensified in the 1890s) encouraged the displacement 
of the class hostility of white workers against the almost insignificant 
numbers of Northern industrial blacks. 

Beginning in the 1890s Northern employers began the practice of 
using black scabs to replace white workers during strikes (blacks 
were otherwise not normally hired by industrial capital in this 
period). This practice generated considerable hostility among workers 
of European background as well as undermined possibilities of united 
class action along black-white lines (see M. Reich 1981, pp. 244-55), 
The mutual antagonism of black and white workers was manifested 
in the immediate post-Worid War I period in race riots (which took 
the form of white mobs attacking black neighborhoods) in and around 
the industrial cities into which black workers had recently flooded. 
In good part these riots represented the hostility of unemployed 
whites and older immigrant groups against the newest group of 
menial labors willing to work harder for less money. 

The inclusion or exclusion of minorities is primarily a result of 
what is profitable for capital, not a result of the power of the 
relatively privileged working class (no matter what the dominant 
group workers may be led to believe by those who control the means 
of mental production). Although many might have liked to exclude 
blacks from industrial jobs, workers (especially the unskilled or 
semiskilled) did not have such power. White workers could express 
their anger in rioting, but were not able to offer any effective 
resistance to the increasingly massive employment of blacks. The 
Irish might have appeared to be able to force blacks out of certain 
occupations in the 1850s and 1860s, but in fact it was the logic of 
industrial capital that dictated the economic assignments of both 
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groups. The inability of the Slavs, Italians, and Jews to exclude 
blacks from industrial occupations after 1914 is proof that it is the 
need of capital for a cheap labor force (combined with its desire to 
disorganize the working class as a whole) that has been behind the 
exclusion of minorities from better paying jobs, not the pressure of 
relatively privileged organized workers. 

Confronted with the massive presence of blacks in unskilled 
positions in basic industry, the predominantly white new industrial 
union movement of the 1930s, the Congress of Industrial Organization 
(CIO), adopted a nonexclusionary policy of “Black and White Unite 
and Fight’' to successfully organize most of the basic industries in 
which blacks were concentrated. The 1938 Constitutional Convention 
of the CIO passed a resolution that read in part: “Employers 
constantly seek to split one group of workers from another, and thus 
to deprive them of their full economic strength, by arousing prej¬ 
udices based on race, creed, color or nationality, and one of the most 
frequent weapons used by employers to accomplish this end is to 
create false contests between Negro and white workers" (cited in M, 
Reich 1981, p. 257). It is no coincidence that when the traditional 
racist policies of the old AFL craft unions (that organized only the 
skilled and largely native born) went by the board, sufficient class- 
wide solidarity was generated to effectively organize steel, auto, 
rubber, and so forth. 

The successful policies of the CIO in organizing all industrial 
workers into one union regardless of skin color or ethnic origin 
proved to bring considerable economic benefit to black and white 
alike as well as to significantly diminish the pre-1930s level of racial 
hostility (that had burst out so violently during and after World War 
I). The successful union organization of basic industry (in which 
large numbers of blacks were concentrated) in the 1930s and 1940s, 
together with state-sponsored equal employment legislation (instituted 
from the World War II period) meant that there was a considerable 
improvement in the economic position of what was becoming a 
distinct Afro-American industrial working class. 

The older explicitly discriminatory practices of systematic exclu¬ 
sion from better paying jobs and lower pay scales for minorities were 
generally ended in basic industry. The dual labor market was super¬ 
seded by a single labor market in which black and white industrial 
workers competed on the basis of who would be employed most 
profitably by capital. With the removal of most explicit discriminatory 
barriers, the relative advantage of white workers was now main¬ 
tained through their superior education, skill levels, and past exper¬ 
ience rather than by “white supremacist" discriminatory hiring 
policies (see Wilson 1978, pp. 110, 152). 


POSITION OF BLACKS AND LADINOS IN U S. / 441 

The considerable improvement in the conditions of life of those 
ex-Southern peasants who formed the black industrial proletariat 
came to contrast increasingly with both the new black salaried petty 
bourgeoisie and the black underclass (which after World War II 
increasingly became a massive component of the Northern central 
cities). The emerging new black petty bourgeoisie has been helped 
considerably in consolidating a respectable economic position through 
state policies that have resulted in their disproportionate hiring in 
white collar, professional, and administrative jobs by the state, where 
from the 1960s effective affirmative action programs governing both 
recruitment and promotion have been applied. By the 1970s it was 
clear that three very distinct social classes had emerged and con¬ 
solidated among blacks: the salaried petty bourgeoisie, the industrial 
working class, and the underclass of the central cities. 

BLACKS AS DEFINED BY THEIR WORKING CLASS POSITION 

Blacks are overwhelmingly a working class people. In 1977 only 
12.7 percent of employed black men as compared to 30.2 percent of 
white men were professionals or managers while only 4.9 percent as 
compared to 11.3 percent for whites were self-employed. The black 
middle class is much smaller than the white middle class. Blacks are 
heavily concentrated in manual working class jobs. In 1977, 75.1 
percent of employed black men and 46.1 percent of black women as 
compared to 53.7 percent of white men and 31.9 percent of white 
women were urban manual workers. It should be noted that very few 
blacks are employed any longer in agriculture. In 1977 only 3.5 
percent of black men and 1.1 percent of black women as compared to 
4.1 percent of white men and 1.0 percent of white women were so 
engaged. It should also be noted that blacks are heavily concentrated 
in state jobs. In 1977, 21.8 percent of all black men and 28.3 percent 
of all employed black women were working for the government, 
compared with 14.3 percent of white men and 19.7 percent of white 
women. (See Table 11.3.) 

Table 11.4 shows that the occupational concentration of blacks 
decreased rather radically for both males and females in the period 
1940-77. This change was most marked among men for clerical 
workers, craftspeople, and operatives—three of the most central 
occupations in the modern industrial economy—and among women 
for professionals, clerical workers, and operatives. For men the 
greatest barriers remain for professionals, managers, and sales* 
workers, while for women they persist for managers and sales- 
workers. In general, it is the most privileged occupations that have 
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been the most resistant to integration, while the central industrial 
occupations have become the most integrated. It is to these latter 
occupations that the largest numbers of new black immigrants to 
industrial areas have been recruited. 

I he data on trends in industrial composition support those for 
occupations. W.thm the manufacturing sector, 31.4 percent of (em¬ 
ployed) black males (compared to 29.7 percent of white males) and 
15.7 percent of black females (compared to 20.1 percent of white 
females were employed in 1970 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970d. p. 
394). Blacks are only slightly over or underrepresented in all the 
major industries except for both electrical and nonelectrical machin¬ 
ery, where they are significantly underrepresented compared to 
whites, and primary metals, where they are significantly overrepre¬ 
sented (see I able 11.5). Blacks are well integrated into the industrial 
proletariat and not just concentrated in a few industries. 

The post-World War II period has seen a fundamental improve¬ 
ment in the income position of blacks in relation to whites. While the 
ratio of the annual median income of black men with reported income 
to the similar category of whites remained more or less constant at 


TABLE 11.4: The Ratio of the Percentage of All Econom¬ 
ically Active Blacks to the Percentage of All 
Economically Active Whites in Each Occupa¬ 
tional Category 


Females 


Males 


1940 1970 1977 

1940 

1970 

1977 


Professionals 

0.29 

0.68 

0.81 

0,31 

0.37 

0.46 

Managerial 

0.16 

0,34 

0.50 

0,12 

0.24 

0,33 

Clerical 

0.03 

0,53 

0.69 

0.20 

1.00 

1,30 

Sales 

0.06 

0.29 

0.29 

0,12 

0.25 

0.33 

Craftsworkers 

0.14 

0,72 

0.50 

0.28 

0,65 

0.72 

Operatives 

0.30 

1.10 

1.50 

0.67 

1,50 

1.50 

Domestics 

5.40 

7.30 

5.00 

18.20 

4,00 

_* 

Service 

0.91 

1,60 

1.60 

3.20 

2.00 

2,00 

Farmers 

2.70 

0.50 

— 

1.50 

0,24 

033 

Farm laborers 

10.60 

2.00 

1.00 

2.80 

2.10 

1.50 

Laborers 

0.90 

1.40 

1.00 

2.80 

2,50 

2,30 


’Data not available 

Note: Numbers greater than one mean that blacks are favored for these 
occupations: numbers less than one mean that whites are favored. 

Sources : U.S. Bureau of the Census 1940, Table 62: 1970d t p 375" 1979a d 
240 
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TABLE 11.5: The Ratio of the Percentage of All Black 

Workers in Manufacturing in Each Industry to 
the Percentage of All White Workers in 
Manufacturing in Each Industry 



1950 

1970 

Primary metals 

1.71 

1.43 

Fabricated metals 

0.60 

0.75 

Machinery i except electrical 1 

0.31 

0.42 

Electrical machinery 

0.29 

0.54 

Motor vehicles 

1.12 

1.14 

Food and kindred 

1.16 

1.20 

Textiles 

0,63 

1.33 

Chemicals 

1.32 

0.84 

All manufacturing industries 

1.00 

1.00 


Note: Numbers greater than one mean that blacks are favored in these in- 
dustries: numbers less than one mean that whites are favored. 

Sources: U S. Census 1950, Table 2; 1970d< p. 394 


0.52 from 1950 to 1963, since that time there has been a steady 
improvement. From an average of 0.56 in the 1964-67 period, it rose 
to 0.61 in the 1968 to 1972 period and to 0,63 in the 1973-79 period. 
(See Table 11.6.) This represents a significant, but not radical 
improvement, apparently reflecting the corporate and state response 
to the black riots of the mid-1960s as well as the organized civil 
rights and black movements of the 1960s. A more significant improve¬ 
ment in the relative income position of black men is noticeable in the 
trend for year-round, full-time workers. Here we see that there has 
been a steady tendency for blacks to close the gap with whites since 
1955. The ratio of the annual income of year-round, full-time employ¬ 
ed black to white men averaged 0.61 between 1955 and 1959, 0.64 
between 1960 and 1964, 0.66 between 1965 and 1969, 0.71 between 
1970 and 1974, and 0.75 between 1975 and 1979. About 40 percent of 
the income differential disappeared over the 24-year period (a major 
improvement for black men). The significant difference between these 
statistics and those for all with income reflects the growing gap 
between the black poor and the black working and middle classes. 
At the same time blacks have been integrated into the mainstream of 
the industrial working class as well as since the 1960s into the lower 
levels of the salaried managerial and professional petty bourgeoisie, 
part-time and irregular employment patterns have become more 
prevalent in the lower reaches of the working class (and on the 
border of the underclass). 


While the reduction of the income gap between black and white 
men has been significant, the reduction of the income gap between 
black and white women has been radical. Both the ratios for those 
with any income and those for full-time, year-round workers have 
manifested the virtual convergence with white median income over 
the 1950-79 period. While in the 1950-54 period black female income 
averaged only 48 percent of white female income, in the 1975-79 
period it averaged 92 percent. The reduction in the female differential 
occurred at a steady pace over the 1950 to 1970 period, stabilizing at 
0,92 in the 1970s (see Table 11.6). The ratios for the year-round, full¬ 
time employed showed the same improvement, rising from 0.58 in the 
1955-59 period to 0.95 in the 1975-79 period. The lack of a difference 
in the patterns for all those with income and those who worked full 
time the year around apparently reflects the fact that black women, 
unlike black men, have increasingly been drawn into the labor force 
as paid laborers over the post-World War II period. (See Table 11.6). 

When the earnings ratios for the major occupational categories 
are examined (see Table 11.7), it can be seen that in most cases the 
black to white ratios are less within any given occupation than for 
the total employed population, This indicates that much of the black- 
white differential is a result of the concentration of blacks in the 
lower paying occupations, rather than a result of discriminatory 
patterns within occupational categories. Also, it can be seen that in 
many cases the improvement in the position of blacks in relation to 
whites between 1969 and 1979 was not as great within each occu¬ 
pational category as was the overall improvement in black-white 
earnings ratios. This reflects the fact that much of the improvement 
in the position of blacks has come from their displacement from the 
low paid occupations in which they were historically concentrated 
(farm labor, nonfarm labor, the services) to higher paid occupations 
(professionals, operatives, craftsworkers, clerical workers). 

Some occupations did experience a significant improvement in 
their black-white earnings ratios between 1969 and 1979. For exam¬ 
ple, for full-time, year-round male managers the ratio rose from 0.57 
in 1969 to 0,71 in 1979. Among male service workers the ratio rose 
from 0.73 to 0.94 at the same time. There were also slight improve¬ 
ments in the position of black male craftsworkers and operatives. 
Among women the most significant improvements occurred for 
salaried professionals, where the ratio for those employed full time 
the year around rose from 0.95 in 1969 to 1.03 in 1979, for clerical 
workers it rose from 0.94 in 1969 to 1.04 in 1979. and for operatives 
it rose from 0.85 in 1969 to 0.92 in 1979. It should be noted that in 
neither 1969 nor 1979 was there a difference between black and 
white women employed full time the year around in nondomestic 
services. 
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TABLE 11.6: Nonwhite/Whlte Median Annual Income 
Ratios, 1950-79 



All with Income 

Year-Round Full-Time Workers 

Males 

Females 

Mates 

Females 

1950 

0.54 

0.45 

m 


1951 

0.55 

0.42 

— 

— 

1952 

0.55 

0.39 

— 

— 

1953 

0.55 

0,59 

— 

— 

1954 

0.50 

0.54 

— 

— 

1955 

0.53 

0.52 

0.61 

0.51 

1956 

0.52 

0.57 

0.60 

0.56 

1957 

0.53 

0.58 

0.61 

0.58 

1958 

0.50 

0.58 

0.63 

0.59 

1959 

0.47 

0,62 

0.58 

0.64 

1960 

0,53 

0.62 

0,66 

0.68 

1961 

0.52 

0.67 

0.63 

0,66 

1962 

0,49 

0.67 

0.60 

0,61 

1963 

0.52 

0.67 

0.64 

0,62 

1964 

0,57 

0.70 

0.66 

0.69 

1965 

0.54 

0.73 

0.63 

0.68 

1966 

0.55 

0.76 

0.63 

0.71 

1967 

0.57 

0.80 

0.67 

0.75 

1968 

0,62 

0.81 

0.69 

0.74 

1969 

0.59 

0 85 

0.68 

0.82 

1970 

0.60 

0.92 

0.70 

0.84 

1971 

0.60 

0.90 

0.71 

0.90 

1972 

0.62 

0.96 

0.69 

0.87 

1973 

0.63 

0.93 

0.70 

0.87 

1974 

0,64 

0.92 

0.75 

0.94 

1975 

0.63 

0.92 

0.77 

0.98 

1976 

0.63 

0.95 

0.73 

0.94 

1977 

0.61 

0.88 

0.72 

0.95 

1978 

0.64 

0.92 

0.79 

0.94 

1979 

0,65 

0.93 

0.76 

0.93 


■Data not available before 1955 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1961, Table 67. 


Economic discrimination against black women has diminished so 
rapidly as to have produced a tripartite division in the labor force: 
white men, black (and Ladino) men, and women {black and white). 
Black women have been brought into the traditionally female clerical, 
service, and industrial occupations on more or less the same basis as 


white women. Patriarchal structures and sexist ideology now appear 
to be sufficient for capital to adequately control female workers 
without the need of additional racist structures and ideologies apply¬ 
ing to women (as they were once necessary when black women were 
needed in the fields and as domestics). Among male workers, how¬ 
ever, there remain strong reasons to reproduce racist structures and 
ideology as a way to secure low paid menial laborers. The tripartite 
division of labor that has emerged—minority men, majority men, and 
women—reflects the underlying logic of monopoly capital for three 
different types of proletarian labor—menial white collar, menial 
manual, and relatively skilled manual labor. 

Much if not most of the declining income gap between white and 
black men has been effected by the migration of blacks from the 
rural South to urban areas, especially in the North. In fact, there 
was no significant change in the black/white male income ratio (for 
those with income) in the North and West from 1953 to 1974. This 
ratio stood at 0.74 in 1953 and 0.75 in 1974. For women, however, the 
ratio in the North and West rose from 0.85 to 1.13 during this same 
period, reflecting real changes in occupational patterns within 
Northern urban areas. In the South the ratio rose from 0.46 for men 
in 1953 to 0.54 in 1974; and for women from 0.45 to 0.74 (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 1979a, p. 46). Both of these trends reflect real 
changes in the occupational patterns of blacks within the South. 

That the declining earnings gap between blacks and whites re¬ 
flects a combination of changes in entry barriers to occupations, 
promotional opportunities, and the concentration of blacks in jobs 
with relatively low pay and slight pay increments (i.e., manual labor) 
is reflected in the different earnings ratios of different age groups. In 
1969 the ratio of black to white Anglo male earnings for 18-24 year 
olds was 0.83 and for 25-34 year olds 0.67. This compares to 0.56 for 
those aged 35-64. For women aged 18-24, the comparable ratio was 
0.89 and for those aged 25-34 it was 0.87. This compares to a ratio of 
0.80 for those aged 35-54 and 0.62 for those aged 55 to 64 (Perlo 1975, 
p. 79). 

Studies done on the causes of the black-white pay differentials in 
the mid-1960s found that approximately 40 percent of the differential 
was a product of outright discrimination against blacks who have the 
same occupational background, educational experience, family back¬ 
ground, and so on as whites; and roughly 60 percent a result of 
differences between white and black workers in family background, 
educational attainment, occupational experience, and so on (see 
Brown 1977, p. 168). Thus more of the black-white income gap is a 
product of the negative experiences of blacks before they attempt to 
sell their labor (less than standard education, residence, lack of oppor- 
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Data not available. 
c Nondomestic workers only. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970, Table 50; 1981 Table 61. 
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tunity for job experience, past discriminatory practices, and so on) 
and less than half a result of contemporary forces being directly- 
reproduced within capitalist enterprises (and which reflect the contin¬ 
ued reproduction of castelike structures). It is clear, then, at least for 
the 1960s. that although blacks had been largely integrated into a 
single homogeneous industrial working class, significant remnants of 
the older castelike structures remain. 

The role of strong unions in lessening the income gap between 
black and white workers should be stressed. In 1970 nonwhite males 
not in labor unions averaged 62 percent the income of nonunionized 
white men, while nonwhite men in unions averaged 83 percent that 
of white men. For blue-collar workers only, the comparable figures 
were 72 percent and 90 percent respectively (M. Reich 1981, p. 273). 
A study on the effect of unionization on black and white annual earn¬ 
ings in 1972 found that unions (even after controlling for industry 
characteristics) resulted in approximately a 17 percent increase of 
income for whites, and in approximately 40 percent increase in 
income for blacks (Mitchell 1980, p. 100). Where unions were strong, 
the black-white differential was relatively small. In the automobile 
industry (UAW) black male median earnings in 1969 were 0.84 of 
white, iron and steel (USWA) 0.83, primary nonferrous metals (USWA) 
0.82, and rubber production (URWA) 0.78. This compares to indus¬ 
tries with predominantly craft unions, weak unions, or no unions at 
all. For example, in furniture and fixtures the ratio was 0.69, in 
printing and publishing 0,68, and in professional and photographic 
equipment 0.67 (Perlo 1975, p. 207). It is clear that unions operate to 
reduce the black-white earnings differential. Unions make occupa¬ 
tional stratification more difficult for capital to institute as well as 
undermine the buffer role that blacks have traditionally played 
(through such practices as seniority and insistence on equal pay for 
equal work). 

It should be noted that the percentage of all employed blacks 
who are in trade unions is higher than the proportion of whites. In 
19i2 blacks were 12.4 percent of all trade union members, while they 
made up 11.6 percent of the labor force (U.S. News and World Report, 
January 22, 1973, p. 76). This is as one would expect given the 
disproportionate concentration of blacks in the basic industries that 
are organized by industrial unions. 

Between 1964 and 1974 the ratio of black to white family income 
or those families in which both a husband and a wife were present 
rose from 0.62 to 0.75, a disappearance of one-third of the income gap 

m J K S v.-i^ n ^ ears ' .^' s trenc * did not reflect changes in the differential 
probability of white and black wives working (this differential in fact 
ecreased significantly between these years). Meanwhile, black two- 
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parent families with a working wife had an income of 0.64 that of 
two-parent white families in 1964 and 0.77 in 1974 (these trends in 
good part reflect the considerable improvement in the earnings 
position of black women in relation to white women that occurred 
during this period; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1979a, p. 39). The 
black/white family income ratios vary considerably with age, reflect¬ 
ing a radical decline in economic discrimination. In 1974, in families 
where both the wife and husband had earnings and in which the 
husband was under age 35, the black/white earnings ratio nationally 
was 0.91, and in the North and West 1.01. These ratios are up from 
0.71 and 0.88 respectively in 1959 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1979a 
p. 44), 

In 1950 18 percent of black families did not have a husband 
present. This had risen to 35 percent by 1975. Meanwhile, the 
comparable white statistics rose from 9 percent to 11 percent. The 
median income of single-mother black families declined from 52 
percent that of black families with a husband present in 1964, to 42 
percent in 1974. In both years it was 32 percent that of median 
income of male headed” white families (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1979a, pp. 30, 103). It would seem that the lack of job opportunities 
in the central cities combined with the ability of black women in the 
ghettos to subsist with the Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
and other welfare programs of the state has made them in good part 
economically independent of the often unemployed or semiemployed 
ghetto men, At the same time, this crystallizes their extreme poverty. 


CLASS DIFFERENTIATION AMONG BLACKS 

Traditionally blacks were a highly class homogeneous group, 
first as slaves, then as sharecroppers and domestics in the South, 
and then, in the first generation of migration to the North, as workers 
in the menial services, domestic labor, and the lowest level industrial 
jobs. White the majority of blacks remained part of the manual 
working class, in the 1960s and 1970s blacks experienced considerable 
class differentiation. A significant black salaried petty bourgeoisie 
developed that closed most of the economic gap with the equivalent 
category of whites, while at the same time a large and rapidly 
growing black underclass (composed of those who are not regularly 
employed) emerged in the central cities. Out of traditionally class 
homogeneous blacks three distinct and qualitatively different black 
social classes appear to be crystallizing: a privileged black petty 
bourgeoisie, a black industrial proletariat, and a black urban under¬ 
class. 



452 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


POSITION OF BLACKS AND LADINOS IN U S. / 453 


The Black Petty Bourgeoisie 

The consequence of the crystallization of the caste status of 
blacks in the last years of the nineteenth century was the formation 
of a small traditional petty bourgeoisie which performed services for 
blacks that whites considered degrading, e.g., undertakers, barbers, 
school teachers, journalists, ministers as well as some small retail 
shopkeepers. This "black bourgeoisie” came to have an interest of 
sorts in the maintenance of the system of segregation since it both 
guaranteed them a protected clientele and resulted in their becoming 
the leaders of “the Negro community" (see Frazier 1957). 

In the 1970s there remained a handful of black-owned small 
family businesses and a miniscule number of black capitalists. In 
1972 there were a total of 195,000 black-owned businesses in the 
United States (1.5 percent of all firms), of which only 1.6 percent had 
any paid employees at all (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1979a, p, 78). In 
1969 black firms accounted for about one-fourth of one percent of 
both total sales and total employment of all firms in the United 
States. Black-owned businesses remain largely concentrated in black 
ghettos and are mostly in the services and the retail trades (Perlo 
1975, p. 181). In 1969, 7 percent of the total receipts of black firms 
(compared to 39 percent of those of all firms) were in manufacturing. 
Sixtv-three percent of the receipts of all black firms were in retail 
and services (compared to 28 percent of all firms). There were only 
347 black-owned businesses with sales of a million or more a year, 
with combined sales of $877 million, about the norm for a single 
medium-sized U.S. corporation. Only one black-owned nonfinancial 
firm had more than 500 employees. There were five nonfinancial 
businesses with sales of $20 million or more; MoTown Records, the 
largest, grossed $46 million. The largest black-owned bank, the 
Independence Bank of Chicago, had assets of $56 million. The two 
largest black-owned companies are insurance companies, each of 
which had over 1,000 employees in 1969. The richest, North Carolina 
Mutual, had assets of $136 million (the largest white-owned insurance 
company had assets 157 times as large). The fiftieth largest white- 
owned insurance company had assets larger than all 41 black-owned 
insurance companies put together (Perlo 1975, pp. 182-83). It is clear 
that business ownership, both petty bourgeois and capitalist, plays 
an insignificant role among blacks. 

With the continuing growth of supermarkets, chain stores, fran¬ 
chises, and so forth, most independent black businessmen, always in 
an extremely marginal economic position, have suffered dispropor¬ 
tionately, being reduced to little more than a few funeral homes, 
restaurants, and other establishments providing still segregated 


services, However, in the 1960s and 1970s a new petty bourgeoisie of 
professional (and increasingly administrative) blacks employed by the 
major corporations and the state rapidly expanded, surplanting the 
earlier predominant traditional petty bourgeoisie as the economically 
privileged class among blacks (see Wilson 1978, chap. 6). 

Largely in response to the riots and the civil rights movement of 
the 1960s, and the potential threat raised by ‘‘black power" in the 
U.S. military, in order to secure the support of the increasingly 
organized and politically active black population, a series of civil 
rights (voting and public accommodations) acts were passed, and a 
series of affirmative action programs for educational and economic 
institutions implemented. These largely federally initiated programs 
have mostly affected the emergent black new petty bourgeoisie, 
opening many doors into the middle levels of the corporations and 
the state. Although the abolition of the Jim Crow system of segregated 
public accommodations technically affected all blacks equally, in fact 
its abolition benefited those blacks with sufficient money to afford 
good restaurants, hotels, and so forth much more than the impov¬ 
erished central-city blacks who continued using the same run down 
neighborhood facilities as before, and likewise with affirmative action 
programs. Although technically all occupations are equally affected, 
those blacks able to qualify for the rapidly expanding salaried white- 
collar positions, especially in the professions and administration, 
secure most of the benefit. Black industrial workers concentrated in 
the higher paying semiskilled and unskilled jobs that are only slowly 
expanding, and where consequently labor supply is greater than 
demand, benefit relatively little {there are relatively few new openings 
and very limited promotional opportunities even for those with the 
formal qualifications). The ghetto underclass is for the most part not 
affected at all by affirmative action. The poor quality of ghetto 
schools and the lack of decent paying job opportunities in their 
highly segregated areas, makes “equal access” to college, apprentice¬ 
ship programs, or the professions a rather cruel joke. 

The combination of the rapidly growing demand of the corpora¬ 
tions for white-collar and middle level professional and managerial 
people and the state affirmative action programs has been a boon to 
the new black petty bourgeoisie. The corporations have since 1965 
made a major effort to recruit, hire, and promote talented and edu¬ 
cated blacks. Federal requirements that government contractors must 
have an affirmative action program together with the corporations’ 
attempt to recruit ever more qualified people has made minority 
hiring an explicit goal of most major corporations. The reality of 
these radically changed hiring policies is reflected in the statistics on 
corporate recruiting at predominantly black college campuses. In 1960 
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corporate recruiters averaged just four visits a year per college; in 
1965 they averaged 50 and by 1970 they averaged 297 (Wilson 1978, 

pp. 100-1). 

Increased class differentiation among blacks since the 1960s is 
reflected in income distribution trends. While in 1969 the total income 
received by the highest income fifth of nonwhite families (roughly 
the black middle class plus skilled workers) was 2.72 times the total 
income received by the lowest 40 percent of nonwhite families with 
the least income, by 1978 it had risen to 3.24 times (see Table 11.8). 
In both years the internal differentiation among blacks was signif¬ 
icantly greater than that among whites. In 1969 the top income fifth 
of white families earned only 2.16 times more than the bottom two- 
fifths. while in 1978, it was 2.33 times more. While the gap between 
the middle class and the poor is growing among both blacks and 
whites, it is growing more rapidly among blacks. 1 " 

The black middle class has made steady progress in closing the 
income gap with white families since 1947, While in 1947 the highest 
income fifth of black families earned only 58 percent as much as the 
highest income fifth of white families, by 1978 they were earning 76 
percent as much.+ Meanwhile, the relative progress of poorer working 
class families was much less. While in 1947 they earned 49 percent 
as much as the poorest 40 percent of white families, in 1978 they 
earned 59 percent as much. The economic effects of racist structures 
are clearly greater for the poorer segments of the blacks. 

The black petty bourgeoisie has benefited enormously from the 
unprecedented job opportunities that have been opened to it since the 
1950s. While in 1960 college-educated blacks were still largely 
excluded from corporate employment as professionals and administra¬ 
tors, these careers have been opened up since that time. The net 
difference in income at various educational levels in 1960 was greater 
for those with four or more years of college than at any other 
educational level (Wenger 1980, p. 64). But by 1969 black men aged 
25-29 with a college degree were earning 83 percent as much as their 
white counterparts, while those with just a high school degree were 
earning 77 percent as much. In 1977 black male college graduates in 
this same age-group were earning 93 percent as much as whites 
(while high school graduates actually deteriorated to 73 percent as 
much as their white equivalents). Full-time, year-round employed 

*It should be noted that since Asians (also classified as nonwhites) are heavily and 
increasingly middle class, the equivalent ratio for blacks only would not be as extreme. 

tThe scarcity of high incomes among middle class blacks as well as the scarcity of 
upper middle class and capitalist class blacks is reflected in the fact that in 1969 8 out 
of 1,000 white families as compared to one out of every 1,000 black families earned 
$50,000 or over a year (Perlo 1975, p. 18). 
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black female college graduates (of all ages) were in 1977 earning 
slightly more than their white counterparts (Wilson 1980, pp. 177-78), 

Older black college graduates continue to be concentrated in 
those relatively lower paying occupations where pre-1960s discrim¬ 
ination had assigned them, e.g., teaching at predominantly black 
schools in social welfare agencies and the segregated services. But 
the younger generation of black college graduates is for the first time 
entering in significant numbers into high-paying fields with good 
possibilities for advancement, such as finance, accounting, manage¬ 
ment. engineering, and the physical sciences. This suggests that as 
the cohort of 1960s and 1970s black college graduates proceeds 
through their life cycle, the differential with white administrators 
and professionals will continue to diminish. 

By the mid-1970s the percentage of black college students in the 
United States approximated the percentage of blacks in the general 
population. Of all college students in 1978, 10.4 percent were black. 
This contrasts with 6.4 percent in 1960 and 7.0 percent in 1970 (U.S, 
Department of Commerce 1980, p. 159). In 1965. 9.0 percent of blacks 
aged 20-24 were enrolled in school as compared to 20.2 percent of 
whites. But by 1978, 19.5 percent of blacks in this age bracket as 
compared to 21.7 percent of whites were in school (U.S. Department 
of Commerce 1980, p. 141). 

The growth of the black petty bourgeoisie (as well as higher paid 
workers) is reflected in the growing proportion of all blacks living in 
the suburbs (rather than in cities or rural areas where traditionally 
they were overwhelmingly concentrated). In 1980, 6.5 percent of the 
suburban population of the United States was black (compared to 4.7 
percent in 1970). In Washington, D.C., the 1980 figure was 16.7 
percent, Atlanta 13.5 percent, Los Angeles 9.6 percent, Philadelphia 
8.1 percent, and New York 7.6 percent—in 1970 these figures were 
respectively 8.3 percent, 8.4 percent, 6.2 percent, 6.7 percent, and 5.9 
percent (New York Times, May 31,1981, p. 16). 

THE BLACK EXCLUDED POPULATION 

While petty bourgeois blacks are rapidly improving their econ¬ 
omic situation both in relationship to the black average and to the 
white petty bourgeoisie, the black excluded population in the central 
cities is losing ground in relation to both the black petty bourgeoisie 
and industrial working class and to the white average. Poverty has 
become endemic as a growing class of permanently unemployed 
blacks is created in the urban ghettos. 


Labor Force Participation 

In the pre-World War II period, when blacks were still concen¬ 
trated in Southern agriculture, both black men and women had a 
higher probability of being in the labor force (either employed or 
actively looking for work) than whites. The contrast between black 
women and white women is particularly sharp. In 1910 the proportion 
of black women who were in the labor force was 2.75 times larger 
than the percentage of white women, and in 1930 it was 1.95 times 
as large (see Table 11.9). Black women traditionally worked outside 
of the home (in both the cotton fields and as domestics) while white 
women (once they were married) were generally fuli-time housewives, 
fn the 1970s the differential between black and white women virtual¬ 
ly disappeared as the occupational structure of these two groups 
converged, and on the other, the factors that excluded black people 
from the labor force came to balance out the greater need of (poorer) 
black women (both wives and single women) to work. The availability 
ot state support (e.g., Aid to Families with Dependent Children, Food 
programs) after the 1930s also gave poor single and black women a 
subsistence alternative to domestic, menial service and field labor. 

After World War II the percentage of black men in the labor 
force for the first time became lower than that of whites—reflecting 
the increasing exclusion of blacks, a significant number of whom 
became trapped by the displacement of unskilled service and indus¬ 
trial jobs from the inner cities. In 1970, 67 percent of black men over 
16 were employed or actively seeking work compared to 74 percent of 
whites—a differential of 0.91. 


TABLE 11.9: 

Percentage ot Persons in the Civilian Labor 
Force 


Whites 

Blacks 

Ratio Black/White 


Men 

Women 

Men 

Women 

Men 

Women 

1910 

81 

20 

87 

55 

1.07 

2.75 

1930 

76 

20 

80 

39 

1.05 

1.95 

1940 

79 

24 

80 

38 

1.01 

1.58 

1960 

75 

34 

70 

42 

0.93 

1,24 

1970 

74 

41 

67 

47 

0.91 

1.15 


Note: Data for total labor force including armed forces for 1910 and 1930 are 
for persons aged 10 and over; 1940 and 1960 for persons aged 14 and over; for 1970 
for persons aged 16 and over 


Sources: U.S Bureau of the Census 1979a, p. 65. 
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In 1975, 91 percent of nonwhite men recorded by the U.S. Bureau 
of the Census in the 25-44 year-old group as compared to 96 percent 
of white men were in the civilian labor force. In 1960 these figures 
were 96 percent for nonwhites and 98 percent for whites, indicating a 
significant relative slippage out of the labor force for nonwhites 
among men in the prime of their work life. In 1960 the labor force 
participation rate of men aged 20-34 was about the same for nonwhite 
men as for white men and for those aged 35-54 it was about three 
percentage points lower for nonwhites. Among those aged 55-64, 77 
percent of white men and 69 percent of nonwhite men were in the 
labor force in 1975, and among those aged 18 and 19, 73 percent of 
whites and only 58 percent of nonwhites were in the labor force, 
while among those aged 20-24, 86 percent of whites and 78 percent of 
nonwhites were. All of these latter differentials are much greater 
than they were in 1960 (U.S. Department of the Census 1979a, p. 67). 

Unemployment 

Before the Second World War black unemployment was actually 
less than white unemployment, reflecting the full utilization of blacks 
in semifeudal Southern agriculture, a system that was relatively 
immune from unemployment cycles and the necessity to have a 
significant reserve army of labor to keep wages down.* Political 
mechanisms combined with the disorganization of black sharecrop¬ 
pers and laborers sufficed to keep profits high in the semifeudal 
South. In 1930 the black/white unemployment ratio was 0.90 (Wilson 
1978, p. 89). But with the forced displacement of blacks off the land 
and into service and industrial employment in the cities (i.e., 
participation in fully capitalist relations of production), they came to 
disproportionately serve as a reserve army of labor (putting pressure 
on those with jobs to keep wages down as well as a source of new 
recruits in times of rapid industrial growth). This was because of 
their newness to capitalist employment, lack of industrial skills, and 
economic and political disorganization (a product of their former 
semi serf status). In 1940 the black/white unemployment ratio was 

I. 2 and in the 1948-50 period about 1.7 (Wilson 1978, p. 89; Table 

II . 10 ), 


‘Large numbers of the excluded black ghetto population (who are not reported as 
pari of the labor force) are part of the “underground economy" dealing largely in 
illegal services and commodities, (i.e., prostitution, gambling, drug dealing). It has been 
estimated, for example, that there are about 100.000 New York City blacks working in 
the numbers racket (Friedlander 1972, p. 180). 


From the mid-1950s to the end of the 1960s the ratio of nonwhite 
to white unemployment stabilized at around 2.1, reflecting both the 
rapid migration into the lowest level urban jobs forced by expulsion 
from Southern agriculture and the displacement of urban unskilled 
jobs out of the central cities. In the 1970s, in the face of generally 
rising unemployment rates associated with the stagnation of Amer¬ 
ican capitalism in this decade, the ratio of nonwhite /white unemploy¬ 
ment first declined to 1.9 during the first half of the decade then rose 
to 2.2 during the 1976-80 period. Though significant new black 
migration to Northern cities ceased and blacks became increasingly 
better organized economically and politically because the displacement 
of urban menial jobs continued, black unemployment continued to be 
much higher than white. 

The greater unemployment rates of blacks are in part a reflection 
of their disproportionate concentration in the less skilled jobs (service 
workers, nonfarm laborers, and operatives, except transport), which 
have the highest overall unemployment rates (for whites as well as 
blacks), and partly a result of past and present discrimination within 
broad occupations where blacks tend to be “the last hired and the 
first fired” (see Table 11.4). The black/white differential is consider¬ 
ably greater in the services and in white-collar work (professional 
women aside) than in blue-collar work. This reflects capital’s central 
use of blacks in industry as well as the large number of urban blacks 
who have marginal positions in the services. The very high differen¬ 
tial among professional and clerical and sales workers in good part 
reflects the expansion in the 1970s of black education, which has 
trained a large number of blacks for such work, and the resultant 
higher unemployment rates of new employees in these professions 
compared to those with seniority. 


TABLE 11.10; Male Unemployment Rates for Persons Aged 
16 and Over (Period Averages) 



Nonwhite 

White 

NonwhiteJWhite Ratio 

1948-50 

7.9% 

47% 

1.7 

1951-55 

6.8 

3.5 

1.9 

1956-60 

9.9 

4.6 

22 

1961-65 

10.4 

4.9 

2.1 

1966-70 

7.2 

3.5 

2.1 

1971-75 

10.5 

5.5 

1.9 

1976-80 

11.7 

5.3 

2.2 

Source®) 

U.S. Bureau ol the 

Census I979a t p. 

69; U.S, Department of 


Commerce 1981a, p. 407, 
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TABLE 11.11: Occupational Unemployment Rates by Race 
and Sex, 1977 



White 

Black 

flaf/o o/ Black/White 


Men 

Women 

Men 

Women 

Men 

Women 

Professional and 
Technical 

2,1% 

3.8% 

6.1% 

5*1% 

2.9 

1,3 

Sales workers 

3*8 

6,3 

9,2 

19.6 

2.4 

3,1 

Clerical workers 

4,3 

5*6 

10.8 

11.9 

2.5 

2,1 

Craft and kindred 

5.3 

6*7 

8.8 


1.7 

— 

Operatives [exclud¬ 
ing transport) 

7,4 

10.8 

11.6 

16.5 

1.6 

1.5 

Transport operatives 

6.3 

5.7 

8.5 

— 

1.3 

— 

Nonfarm laborers 

11.2 

9.6 

16.4 

— 

1.5 

■— 

Service workers 

6.3 

7.6 

13.7 

12.6 

2.2 

17 

Afl civilian workers 

5.5 

7.3 

13.1 

14.8 

2.4 

2,0 

Experienced 
tabor force 

5.0 

6.3 

11.1 

12,4 

2.2 

2,0 


Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1979a, p, 214. 


Among younger blacks the differential is considerably greater 
than the average, while among older blacks it is less. In 1978 for 
those aged 16*19 the nonwhite male unemployment rate (the ratio of 
those actively looking for work to those in the civilian labor force) 
was 34.4 percent (2.5 times the equivalent white rate) and for those 
aged 20-24 it was 20.0 percent (2,6 times the white rate). But for 
nonwhite men aged 55-65 it was 4,4 percent (the lowest for any age 
group), only 1.7 times the equivalent white rate (U.S. Department of 
Commerce 1980, p, 396). These extremely high official unemployment 
rates (which count only those actively looking for work) considerably 
underestimate the actual proportion of young blacks without jobs. 

The difficulty of finding employment as a youth leaves an indel¬ 
ible impression on blacks, often resulting after a few years of unem¬ 
ployment in demoralization and integration into illegal and marginal 
‘'hustling” activities (with the adoption of their associated “lumpen" 
value system as well as a high probability of drug addiction), and 
thus more or less permanent inability to obtain full-time regular 
employment. Facing few job prospects, ghetto black youths have a 
very high rate of dropping out of high school (as well as little 
motivation to learn while in school). In 1978 New York, Chicago, 
Detroit, and St. Louis urban school districts all reported a black high 
school dropout rate of about 50 percent (the national average for all 
groups is about 22 percent) (New York Times, March 14,1981, p. 10). 


Studies have shown that the primary immediate reason for the 
exceptionally high youth unemployment among blacks in the central 
cities is the general lack of jobs in these areas, not direct dis¬ 
crimination in favor of white youths of similar characteristics (see 
Friedlander 1972). Because there are so few jobs for the relatively 
unskilled in the central cities, an elaborate system of job qualifica¬ 
tions and protections has emerged. Black competitors for the few 
available new jobs are thus screened out because they lack sufficient 
education, experience, or skills. Youths who succeed at getting an 
education face barriers of apprenticeship, certification, licensing, 
union membership, and so on. All these barriers instituted by 
employers and supported by those who already have jobs, make it 
very difficult for the unskilled and poor (black or white) concentrated 
in central cities to secure employment. 

The Black Underclass 

The declining labor force participation rate of blacks as well as 
the constancy of the high black to white unemployment rate differen¬ 
tial and the extremely high unemployment among black urban youths 
reflects the forces that are creating a rapidly growing excluded 
population among blacks in the United States (among whom poverty 
and joblessness is institutionalized). 

In 1977, 29 percent of all blacks were below the poverty level, 
compared with 8 percent of whites. In central cities in the United 
States the overall household poverty rate (for all “races”) was 15 
percent as compared to 7 percent for metropolitan areas outside of 
central cities. In 1960, 51.4 percent of all blacks in the United States 
lived in central cities compared to 30.0 percent of whites. While this 
rose to 58.2 percent of all blacks in 1970, it declined to 27.9 percent 
for all whites (U.S, Department of Commerce 1980, pp. 23,463). 

In 1978 67 percent of all blacks interviewed by the U.S, Depart¬ 
ment of Labor who were not in the labor force (and not in school) 
reported that they did not want a job, while this was true for 82 
percent of whites Among blacks 11 percent of those not in the labor 
force reported that they were ill or disabled, compared to 7 percent o 
whites. Among blacks 17 percent reported that they wanted a job but 
were not looking (apparently because they were discouraged) as 
compared to only 8 percent of whites (U.S. Department of Commerce 
1980a, p. 397). Blacks are disproportionately concentrated in the 
underclass because: they are more likely to be chronically ill an 
disabled; they have greater difficulty finding work; and they have 
given up looking for work and have disproportionately become 
permanently unemployable. 
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The typical underclass black family now consists of a mother 
and her children. In 1977, 71 percent of all black families below the 
poverty level were of this type compared to 40 percent of white 
families (U.$. Bureau of the Census 1979b, Table 27). Further, black 
single-mother families are disproportionately concentrated in the 
underclass, 53 percent of all single-mother black families were below 
the poverty level as compared to 25 percent of single mother white 
families, 14 percent of two-parent black families, and 5 percent of 
two-parent white families (U.S. Bureau of Census 1979a, p. 50). The 
pattern of relations between the sexes in the underclass appears to 
be increasingly one of living together in serial monogamy, or having 
more casual relationships. Since a large proportion of black men in 
the poor areas of the central cities where single-mother families are 
concentrated are unemployed, not in the labor force, or hold tem¬ 
porary jobs, but do not report to census takers or show up in U.S. 
Department of Labor surveys, it can be inferred that the actual 
proportion of single men below the poverty line (at least as measured 
by wage and salary income) roughly corresponds to the proportion of 
single-mot her black families at this level. 

In 1978 there were approximately 200,000 black men in federal 
and state prisons and local jails in the United States (Department of 
Justice 1981, Tables 6.9, 6.19). This represents roughly 2.8 percent of 
the age 16-65 black male population. In 1978 41 percent of the federal 
prison population was non white (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980, 
p. 198). In 1978 46 percent of all the arrests in the United States by 
police at all levels for crimes of violence were of black people, as were 
31 percent of all arrests for property crimes. This includes 49 percent 
of all arrests for murder, 59 percent of all arrests for robbery, 53 
percent of arrests for prostitution, and 69 percent of arrests for 
gambling. On the other hand, only 27 percent of arrests for motor 
vehicle theft, 24 percent of arrests for embezzlement, and 33 percent 
of arrests for forgery and counterfeiting were of blacks (U.S. Depart¬ 
ment of Justice 1981, Table 4.7). While it is true that blacks are 
somewhat more likely to be arrested, convicted, and to serve time 
than whites at the same economic level, most of the black-white 
differential is due to the fact that blacks are much more heavily 
concentrated in the underclass than whites. Whether or not poor 
blacks actually commit more “crimes” than poor whites, being 
imprisoned results in making ex-prisoners less likely to live by 
regular employment and more likely to become integrated into a 
criminal subculture. The 2.8 percent rate of black incarceration 
(compared to the white rate of roughly 0.4 percent) means a signif¬ 
icant percent of blacks have "spent time” at one point or another in 
their lives. 
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It is dear that in relative terms the black underclass is signif¬ 
icantly larger than the white underclass and the black underclass is 
growing rapidly. This is the case at the same time as the black petty 
bourgeoisie is growing and quickly dosing the remaining gap with 
the white petty bourgeoisie and as the majority of blacks remain 
manual workers concentrated in the basic industries. 


Life Expectancy and Exclusion 

The large black excluded population lives under conditions of 
duress. Their perpetual poverty is manifested in virtually all aspects 
of their lives, including much higher rates of mental disorder, hyper¬ 
tension, inadequate diet, poor housing and medical care, and extreme¬ 
ly high crime rates. The disproportionate concentration of blacks 
among both the urban excluded populations and among the manual 
working class results in much higher death rates (and significantly 
lower life expectancy) among blacks than among whites. Blacks 
between the ages of 25 and 44 in 1975 had a probability of dying at a 
rate approximately 2.4 times greater than whites of the same age 
bracket. Blacks aged 45-64 die about 1.7 times as frequently as 
whites. Nonwhite infants die with twice the probability of whites. 
Overall, the age-adjusted death rate of blacks (the annual death rate 
per 100,000) was 27 percent higher in 1975 than it was for whites. 
This is a slight decline from 1960, when it was 30 percent higher. 
This means that 21 percent of all blacks who died in 19/5 would not 
have died had they been white (23 percent in 1960 and 30 percent in 
1940). In 1975, 233,000 nonwhite people died in the United Mates, 
50,000 would not have died had they been white. (See Table ll-l*-) 

The differential mortality rate between whites and blacks is 
caused primarily by the concentration of black people in the manual 
working class and underclass, which have much higher mortality 
rates than do the middle classes. A study done of mortality rates in 
Chicago in 1960 showed that among males in the lowest socio¬ 
economic districts, 65 percent of black deaths and 55 percent of white 
deaths would not have occurred had the same age-specific death rate, 
applied to them as applied to suburban white males, i-e.,t e c as» 
differential accounts for at least 85 percent of the excess black male 
(aged 25-64) deaths. The equivalent figure for the poorest black 
women aged 25-64 was 71 percent. The comparable class effects for 
the next highest socioeconomic level were 66 percent for men an o 
percent for women. For the middle level socioeconomic districts 96 
percent of the male differential but only 40 percent of the ema 
differential is attributable to the class factor (see Table 11-13). it is 
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thus clear that especially for men, most of the effect of racism on 
mortality in fact manifests the class position of blacks. The residual 
in the Chicago study would seem to be caused by a combination of 
the following: first, blacks within each of the five basic socioeconomic 
categories are disproportionately concentrated at the lower reaches of 
each, thus even more of the death rate differential is attributable to 
class than the aggregate five-category class schema reveals; and 
second, even at exactly the same socioeconomic level, blacks are 
subjected to somewhat greater stress because of white chauvinism, 
discrimination in housing resulting in less safe and healthy neighbor¬ 
hoods, a greater probability of being put into more dangerous and 
less healthy jobs, and so on. But it is clear that these latter factors 
are secondary compared to the first in their effect on increasingly 
mortality, especially for men. 

Causes of the Growth of the Black Underclass 

Since the 1950s industry has been moving from the central cities 
(at the same time blacks have become increasingly concentrated 
there). The corporations have migrated to the suburbs, to the cities 
of the South and Southwest, and overseas in search of lower costs. 


TABLE 11.13: Percentage of Deaths in the Specified Group 
That Would Not Have Occurred as Compared 
with the Age-Specific Death Rate for Whites 
of the Same Sex in the Highest Socio¬ 
economic Districts for Ages 25-64 in 
Chicago, 1960 




Males 



Females 


a 

b 

afb 

c 

d 

c/d 

Whites 

non whites 


whites 

nonwhites 


SE 1 

55% 

65% 

0.85 

52% 

73% 

0,71 

SE2 

35 

53 

0,66 

35 

63 

0.56 

SE 3 

26 

27 

0.96 

21 

52 

0,40 

SE 4 

14 

—* 

— 

5 

— 

— 

SE 5 

18 

— 

— 

2 

— 

— 

Suburban ring 

0 

— 

— 

8 

— 

— 


4 Data not availably 

Source: Kitagawa and Hauser 1973, p, 173, 
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In I960, 63.0 percent of total employment in the 15 largest metro¬ 
politan areas of the United States was in the central cities. In 1970, 
52,4 percent. The absolute number of jobs in these 15 central cities 
actually declined by 7 percent between these two years. In 1960 there 
were 1 million manufacturing jobs in New York City, in 1980 there 
were half a million. In 1980 in New York City there were only 9,000 
new jobs openings in industry (and 17,000 in the services). This 
compares to 37,000 high school dropouts in the same year {New York 
Times, March 14,1981, p. 10; Perlo 1975, p. 109). 

Meanwhile, the percentage of the population of central cities of 
over 1 million that was black increased from 19 percent in 1960 to 28 
percent in 1975 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1979a, p. 15). The dis¬ 
placement of jobs from the central cities that has been occurring 
since the 1950s thus disproportionately and increasingly affects the 
crystallization of a growing black underclass. The economic and 
social condition of this underclass is worsening over time as the 
cities continue to decay, jobs are lost, and state programs to retrain 
and revitalize the urban economy are cut back. Blacks have suffered 
threefold: first, with their experience as slaves and semiserfs in the 
cotton plantation system of the South; second, after being expelled 
from this system, with a term as menial industrial and service labor 
in the cities; and finally, (for a large and growing minority of blacks) 
exclusion from the production economy as a redundant population in 
the decaying central cities. 

What accounts for the tendency of capitalist enterprises to 
increasingly reject black labor in favor of newer immigrant workers 
(and overseas production)? A number of potential explanations can be 
(and have been) offered. It might, in part, be the case that the black 
experience of slavery and semiserfdom in the South produced certain 
work attitudes in the black migrants that capital found less useful 
than those of new workers coming from more traditional peasant 
relations in eastern and southern Europe (earlier) or Latin America 
(later). For example, it might be the case that the black response to 
slavery and semiserfdom was to develop the defense of resisting the 
de\elopment of an internal motivation'’ to work, instead waiting for 
direct external controls (see Genovese 1967, chap. 2). This attitude, 
together with the lack of skills to obtain middle class status (such as 
many peasants from more traditional peasant relations of production 
rought with them), could have resulted in blacks working less hard 
and with less drive at other than the simple tasks that could be 
c osely supervised. The extent that such a delayed (“present absent") 
slavery effect has operated within the post-World War II industrial 
system depends on the extent to which cultural values and work 
habits are resistent to transformation by the organization of capitalist 
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mTh P evWe a „ce offuil !!££££ ™">;J here ■« be too 

in.« all levels T I"*" 

heartland of the United States (with everv ' ndustnal 

is exploited as efficiently as that of the wddf« wT hat . th ? ir ,abor 
them) to give too much weight to this factor. ° ^ a ongslde 

labor^sT^esuU of ^ ^ increasin g rejection of black 

s a result of fundamental changes in the technology of contem 

porary industry and/or the new possibilities of mobility^ industrial 
capital that just happened to have occurred during the period S 
blacks were the primary sources of menial laborers for tte sv«em ft 
could be the case that rapid changes in technique (automaSn th 
virtual elimination of purely physical labor, and so on) occurr Jmom 
rapidly m the ^st-World War II period than before, therebyTeaZg 
large masses of untrained blacks (suited for simple labor) without 
jobs or the realistic prospect of achieving the proper training for the 
new types of jobs that were opening up as machine operative^. Given 
t e previous experience of industrial capital with training peasants 
to work in steel mills, automobile assembly lines, textile factories 
and at a whole range of “semiskilled" jobs involving running 
machinery, and given that the post-World War II trend has involved 
just as much job reorganization and creating new skills as the earlier 
period, it is unlikely that changes in the nature of work had much to 
do with the displacement of blacks. Likewise, the fact that Latin 
American peasants (who have considerably less industrial experience 
than blacks) are increasingly preferred over urban btacks for such 
tasks would seem to show that such an effect has not operated as an 
important force. 


It could be argued that because of the greater availability of 
cheap reliable labor in Mexico, Korea, Taiwan, Texas, Southern 
California, Georgia (or the suburbs) or because the corporations now 
have an international perspective, they more readily move to where 
labor is cheaper and more malleable, and that again blacks just 
happened to be the primary source of menial laborers when this 
change occurred. This is unlikely. Capital has always had a tendency 
to move to where it could maximize its profits (the logic of profit 
maximization dictates that low cost producers grow while high cost 
producers go bankrupt). For example, the textile industry moved out 
of New England to the South after the Civil War. There does not 
appear to be anything different in the post-World War II period than 
before in these regards. 

Explanations in terms of greater residential discrimination 
against blacks, inadequate public transport in the central cities, lack 
of information about job availability, difficulty of relocating, greater 
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prejudice of employers, and so on all beg the question as to why such 
factors would be allowed to obstruct the profitable employment of 
blacks, if, in fact, capitalist enterprises could earn more or as much 
from exploiting their labor as that of other groups of ^migrants. In 
the past such factors did not obstruct the massive hiring of blacks, 
nor did they obstruct the hiring of the Irish, Poles, or Italians before 
them 1 nor further do they now obstruct the hiring of Mexicans and 
other Latins (who certainly have greater problems with transporta¬ 
tion and information about jobs and who probably have as great a 
problem with prejudice and residential concentration as do blacks). 

More likely explanations of the increasing redundancy of blacks 
in working class occupations (i.e M the rapid growth of Ihe black 
underclass and the shift to the employment of first generation Latin 
immigrants instead of second- and th ^generation blacks m Northern 
cities) are: the fact that from 1914 to the 1960s blacks were continual- 
Jv the major source of new recruits for the most menial jobs of 
industrial capitalism; and since the 1930s there has been a qualitative 
alteration in the level of state support available to the poor, a factor 
that has significantly altered the incentive structure among the 
lowest levels of the working class (of all ethnic groups).* 


*tt should be noted that in 1972 public welfare assistance plus unemployment 
insurance, workmen's compensation, veterans benefits, social security, and so on 
accounted for 15.9 percent of total black income (compared to 8.8 percent of total white 
income), The ratio of income from state welfare benefits to w r ages and salaries was 
0,20 in the case of blacks and 0.13 in the case of whites (Perln 1975, p. 153). Although 
more of total black than of white income in 1972 was received in the form of transfer 
pavments from the state, the average per capita benefits received by whites exceeded 
that received by nonwhites in the same year by 20 percent. Furthermore, the total 
received by whites exceeded that received by blacks by a factor of 9.3 times. In 1972 
whites received $93.1 billion in various social welfare benefits while blacks received 
$10.0 billion (Perlo 1975, p. 156). 

Blacks are heavily overrepresented in those income maintenance programs that 
are focused on aiding the underclass and poor, e.g.. food stamps, Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children fAFDC), supplemental security income, in 1977, 43 percent of the 
families receiving AFDC and 27 percent of those receiving supplemental security 
income were black fU.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 358). It should be noted 
that it is precisely these programs that have been decreasing in importance as a 
proportion of the overall state income maintenance policies (and which during the 
Reagan administration experienced the greatest cuts). For example, public assistance 
declined from 13.8 percent of all public income maintenance programs in 1970 to 6.9 
percent in 1978. Meanwhile, the various federal Social Security programs (which pay 
out largely on the basis of previous income and, thus, benefit mostly higher income 
groups, rather than the underclass) increased their share of total cash benefits from 
ail public income maintenance programs from 49.0 percent to 53.3 percent of the total 
(U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a, p. 335). While Social Security payments have 
been indexed to the rate of inflation to protect the recipients’ living standard, the aver¬ 
age monthly payment under the AFDC program declined from $353 to $271 between 
1970 and 1979 (in 1979 dollars) (see U.S. Department of Commerce 1981a. p. 354). 
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The closure of Slavic and southern European immigration, first 
by World War I in 1914, then by the immigration restriction act of 
1924 meant that from that time until the repeal of restrictive 
immigration policies in 1965 blacks were not “pushed up" out of the 
most menial occupations by new immigrants (except around New 
York City by Puerto Ricans). Blacks, thus, served as the source of 
menial labor for industrial capitalism longer (about 50 years, or two 
generations) than any other ethnic group. The Irish served for a 
single generation (concentrated in the 1847-54 period) after the potato 
famine, as did the eastern and southern Europeans (whose principal 
migration occurred within a 20-year period (1895*1914). 

The second generation effect, i.e., the disinclination of the children 
to adopt their parent’s orientation to the “old country” and the 
resultant willingness to work hard for little money (instead consider¬ 
ing themselves entitled to what all other Americans receive) which is 
manifested by immigrants from peasant relations of production to 
industrial capitalism everywhere, thus produced a very different 
result in the case of blacks than in the case of the Irish, Slavs, or 
Italians. In the case of the latter groups, the second generation’s 
expectation to be treated like any "other Americans,’' to have a good 
job, make good money, and live at an “American living standard," 
working at the norm for “American” labor was largely able to be 
realized because new ethnic groups were being recruited as the most 
menial laborers by the time they came of age. In the case of blacks, 
however, the second generation faced a brick wall. Capitalism was 
unwilling or unable to bring significant numbers of new menial 
workers into the system in the 1930s (because of the Depression), 
during World War'll (because of the war), and for 20 years after 
World War II because of the restrictive immigration policies (main¬ 
tained beyond their time for reasons of legitimation as well as because 
large numbers of Southern blacks continued to be available). Cap¬ 
italism thus persisted in defining the mass of black workers as 
especially exploitable menial labor, even in the face of the secon 
generation’s growing resistance to this definition. The second genera¬ 
tion experienced an increasingly painful gap between the affluent 
industrial America they saw about them (made all the more rem by 
all pervasive television and advertising) and the capitalists stu n* 
insistence on keeping them in the most menial tow-paying 10 s tw ic 
were both dignity denying and insufficient to achieve the start ar o 
living that they now came to feel just). They increasingly gan o 
reject their condition both by refusing to accept sir jo s tX ^ e - 
when absolutely necessary, and when accepting such emp at 

performing inadequately.* This work attitude was in con r 


♦The infusion of government money into the slums of the ^ 

combat poverty," accelerated the growth of an underground economy Hig 
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of their fathers and mothers fresh from the semifeudalism of the 
South. Their parents had for the most part been happy to get a job 
on the assembly line where the pay was considerably better than 
what they had been used to in the South, Thus, the employment of 
low-paid black menial labor in the post-World War If period became 
increasingly inefficient for capital. It came to make increasing 
economic sense to hire Ladinos fresh from the peasantry (who have 
the traditional work attitudes of first-general ion immigrants) and to 
let the central cities where blacks were increasingly concentrated rot. 

Changes in the importance of the legitimation function for stabil¬ 
izing capitalist society occurred in the 1930s with the institution of 
basic welfare services (unemployment compensation. Social Security, 
Aid to Dependent Children, surplus food programs, and so on.) 
Welfare programs were expanded in the 1960s (e.g., Johnson’s war on 
poverty). Consequently, maintaining oneself at a subsistence level 
without regular employment as a menial laborer became a possibility 
in the post-World War II period that had not existed for the second 
generation of earlier immigrant groups. 

While the real threat of starvation would have forced the second 
generation of previous immigrant groups to buckle under and accept 
the humiliations of menial employment (or perhaps to lead a revolu¬ 
tionary working class movement against their conditions of labor), 
the existence of the new state welfare system (food stamps, aid to 
single mothers, and other "safety nets") assured that very few would 
actually starve. A growing percentage of young second (and third) 
generation blacks rejected "dead end," menial, humiliating, low-paid 
jobs, or performed very poorly in them, knowing they would not 
starve if they were fired. As a result, capital came to look for new 
groups q( first-generation peasant workers who were motivated by the 
desire to work hard to save money and return to the “old country" 
(many of whom as “illegals" and noncitizens were not eligible for, or 
at least did not utilize, the wide range of state subsidies to the poor). 

That it is a combination of the second-generation effect, the long¬ 
term constancy in source of menial laborers, and state welfare policies 
that primarily produce secondary exclusion, and not any special or 
unique characteristics of blacks, is born witness to by a similar 
phenomena now also occurring among second-generation Puerto 
Ricans in and around New York City (although, because large-scale 


burglary and robbery (drug dealing, gambling rackets, prostitution, and so on) exist 
t at provi e large numbers of underclass blacks with survival incomes. Many, there- 
ore, o not a\e to regularly sell their labor to industrial capital, even though they 
themselves are not directly receiving welfare payments. 
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Puerto Rican immigration did not begin until the late 1940s the 
process is not as advanced as among blacks). 

Once industry deserted the central cities and the black under¬ 
class subculture of the second and third generation had taken hold in 
the underclass, fhere was little incentive for capital to invest in 
enterprises in these areas (since much more efficient labor is available 
elsewhere), further, there was no longer any incentive for capital to 
support state spending to maintain basic public sendees or the quality 
of life in the central cities (especially not in the growing black 
ghettos) since they were no longer the source of their labor force 
Ghetto blacks, thus, increasingly tend to crystallize as a permanently 
unemployed/unemployable excluded population. 


THE RELATIVE SIZE OF THE DIFFERENT CLASSES 
AMONG BLACKS 

In 1 able 11.14 an attempt is made to roughly estimate both the 
relative sizes of the three principal classes that appear to be crystal¬ 
lizing among blacks and their relative growth rates over time. The 
percentages in this table, unlike those in earlier tables, are based on 
a total for the black adult male population, which includes an esti¬ 
mate for the size of the black underclass not counted by the U.S. 
Census. 

In 1978 for the nation as a whole the ratio of male to female 
blacks under 14 recorded by the U.S. Bureau of the Census was 1.016 
(1.048 for whites), for those aged 14-24. 0.961 (1.024 for whites); for 
those aged 25-44, 0.842 (0.988 for whites); for those aged 45-54, 0.861 
(0.951 for whites); and for those aged 65 and over 0.712 (this latter 
figure is actually higher than the white equivalent ratio of 0.678—the 
only cohort where the male/female ratio is higher) (U.S. Department 
of Commerce 1980a, p. 29). That the black/white differential during 
working years is a result primary of undercount rather than higher 
black male differential mortality and that the higher ratio among 
blacks than among whites of retirement age is not the result of a 
minority of black men (the survivors) being more resistant to the 
causes of mortality that the equivalent minority of white men. but 
rather a result of black men of retirement age ceasing to avoid 
census takers as well as draft boards and police agencies (because 
they now have less to hide and more state welfare benefits to gain) is 
shown by studies of differential mortality rates. A study done in 
Chicago in 1960 found that the age-specific death rate for nonwhite 
men under 65 was 8.1 compared to 6.1 for nonwhite women, a ratio 
of 1.33, while that for white men was almost twice that of white 
women (5.0 versus 2.8 per 1,000), a ratio of 1.77 (see Table 9.3). 
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The estimate of the number of black men not counted by the 
u S Census is taken to be the average of: the difference between the 
numto of black men the Census Bureau counts and the number 
there would be if there were, in fact, as many black men as b ack 
(the Census Bureau finds 85 black men for every 100 black 
women m the population as a whole): and the difference Between the 
number of black men counted and the number there would be tf he 
lv ratio between black women and black men were, in fact, the 
*ame as between white women and white men <92 per 100 women) 
The first estimate assumes that the differential m the number of 
black men and women is wholly a result of census undercount vt tie 
the second assumes that the difference in the age structure of black 
men and white men (in relation to women) is totally due to census 
undercount. Taking the average assumes the truth lies in the middle_ 
\W\mi this method it is estimated that the census undercount of 
black men of working age in 1977 was 825.000 (and in 1960, 435,000) 
(see Table 11.14). These estimates are based on the assumption that 
either all black women are counted, since most tend to have their 
own apartments and unlike men in their “class do not fear being 
known bv government agencies; or that no white men avoid census 
takers. It is also assumed that all those that avoid census takers are 

in the underclass. . ... , , 

If all black men over 16 who are neither in the civilian labor 

force (employed or looking for work), in the military, nor in school, in 
institutions, or over 65 are considered to be in the underclass there 
were, in addition to those not counted by the U.S. Census, another 
670,000 black men in the underclass in 1960 and 853,000 in 19'7. 11 
on the other hand, only the number of blacks who would be in the 
labor force, if the black labor force participation rate were the same 
as that for whites, are considered to be in the underclass (augmenting 
those not counted by the U.S. Census) then in 1960 there were 5b,000 
and in 1977 539,000 additional blacks in this “class." The higher 
estimate, it must be noted, includes the disabled, those who have 
legitimately retired early and male homemakers, many of whom 
should not be categorized as part of the underclass. 1 he lower 
estimate assumes that there is no white underclass, an equally 
unrealistic assumption. Again to even out the errors due to these 
assumptions the average of these two estimates is used to estimate 
the number of those in the Black underclass who are counted by the 
U.S. Departments of Commerce and Labor in their official surveys. 
These averages are 363,000 for 1960 and 696,000 for 1977 (see 1 able 
11.14). Adding these figures to that of the number of black prisoners 
and the estimates of the black undercount gives a total estimate o 
923,000 for the black underclass in 1960 and 1,722,000 for 1977, an 
increase of 1.87 times. 


Estimates ot the Size and the Rate of Growth ol the Basic Classes among Blacks in the 
United States, 1960 and 1977 (occupational structure ot males aged 16 65)_ 
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An alternative procedure can be used to estimate the size of the 
black underclass (see Table 3.1 to estimate the size of the entire 
excluded population). This method estimates the black excluded 
sector as all those black heads of families and female unrelated 
individuals below the poverty level not in the labor force, less all 
heads of families below the poverty level not working because they 
are in school, less all female unrelated individuals below the poverty 
level not working because they are in school, less all male heads of 
families not working because they are retired plus the number of 
male prisoners. This method assumes that the U.S. Bureau of the 
Census counts all family heads and single black women, that the 
true number of single black men is equal to the number of single 
black women, and that only those below the official poverty level 
should be counted as part of the excluded sector. This method gives 
the figure of 1.43 million or 22 percent of the black male population 
in 1977 (see Table 11.4). The slight discrepancy between the two 
estimates (24 percent and 22 percent) is largely accounted for by the 
lower estimate’s exclusion of all those above the official poverty level 
from the excluded sector whether or not they regularly work for a 
living at a legal and reported occupation. It should be noted that only 
40 percent of all black men who did not work at all during 1977 were 
reported as below the poverty level (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1979b. Table 14). Since it is quite legitimate to argue the relative 
merits of the various operational definitions of the excluded black 
population, we are probably best advised to estimate its true size as 
slightly under one-fourth of the total black population (up by roughly 
25 percent in relative size, i.e„ as a proportion of all blacks’ between 
1960 and 1977). 

The only class of blacks to grow more rapidly in this period was 
the urban petty bourgeoisie (professional and managerials), which 
increased from 4 percent to 9 percent of the black male population 
between 1960 and 1977—a growth of 3.4 times in absolute numbers. 
The (nerwheimingly largest group in the black population is the 
urban working class, which was 67 percent of the total in 1960 and 
64 percent in 1977. The urban black proletariat grew by 1.4 times 
between I960 and 1977. I he largest segment of the black urban 
working class is industrial workers, which was 42 percent of all black 
males in both 1960 and in 1977, an increase in absolute terms of 1.5 
1114). It should be noted that the occupations in 
v. ich blacks were traditionally heavily concentrated—farm laborers, 
armers, and domestics have become virtually insignificant, decreas¬ 
ing from 9 percent to 3 percent of the total between 1960 and 1977. 
hi t/ 1 considerable class differentiation is occurring among 

acks. Three major and distinct social classes are crystallizing, each 
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increasingly differentiated from the others. A significant black new 
petty bourgeoisie is rapidly developing whose educational and Z 
nomic attainments have converged with whites of the same class 
position (this is especially apparent looking at the relative pos.tion of 
younger blacks). Economic discrimination against blacks in the work- 
!"f, C f ass ha ^. been ^dually and consistently declining. Relatively 
^ " mmatIon remains in the basic corporate industrial 

’ 1 ' Mo ^. f tbe occupational and income gap within the main¬ 

stream working class occupations is a result of past discrimination in 
promotion, hiring, and education, rather than a result of present 
corporate or state policies. Although considerable class differentiation 
is occurring, it must be emphasized that blacks are essentially still 
socially defined as urban menial workers economically central to 
baste industry in the United States. 

hi ./. he m °u' significant fact about the changing class position of 
blacks in the United States in the last generation has been the 
growth and crystallization of a large black excluded population in the 
central pities. This massive population, one-fourth of alt blacks in the 
late 1970s (and increasing rapidly) threatens to eventually replace 
industrial labor as the primary class definition of blacks (and thus 
of antiblack racism) within U.S. capitalism. The parallels between 
the piling up of a redundant (unemployed and increasingly unemploy- 
able) black population in the central cities with the piling up of 
displaced Jews in central Europe in the 1920s and 1930s are ominous. 
Increasingly the black ghettos are being left to rot with the central 
cities as a whole suffering a continuing deterioration (capital has 
little motive to either reproduce its labor force in these areas or to 
legitimate itself among nonproletarians). At the same time the pos¬ 
sibilities of underclass blacks (and by the logic of racialism, all 
blacks) becoming scapegoats of the system (and lightening rods for 
the hostilities of majority group workers and the middle class) grows 
(especially in the event of a crisis). 

T he increasing exclusion of poor blacks, like the exclusion of 
Jews from their traditional economic roles in eastern Europe in the 
preholocaust period, means that an increasing number of blacks are 
redundant, dispensable, not needed for the economic functioning of 
capitalism. They are, in fact, increasingly a nonproductive drain on 
resources that could be better spent (from the viewpoint of capital) 
on productive investment or legitimating the system with its working 
class. Thus, the level of welfare support of urban blacks can be 
expected to continue to be cut, for the differentials in life expectancy 
between poor blacks and the middle class to grow, for the level of 
violence (individual and group) to increase, and for the black central 
city populations to become increasingly desperate. The visibility of 
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th - r resoonses (e antiwhite rioting) could well result in a popular 
S'v radst white movement that could result m pogroms 
massacres, massive forced emigration, or even systematrc genoc.de 
^hTch alihough focused on the urban black underclass, would, 
because of racialism, affect all blacks). 

LADINOS AND U.S. CAPITALISM 

The northern half of Mexico was conquered by expansionist U.S. 
imoerialism in 1848. and this region was thereby opened for intensive 
exploitation by U.S. capital. Within the new Southwest of the United 
States there were two indigenous peoples: the American Indians and 
the Mexicans (the latter concentrated in what was to become New 
Mexico'and in a few settlements on the coast of upper California). 
Both indigenous peoples experienced the process of exclusion as their 
land and^ resources were taken over by Anglo corporations and 
commercial farmers. Although the 1848 treaty with Mexico (in which 
Mexico surrendered the northern half of its territory to the United 
Stalest stipulated that all existing land grants in the hands of 
Mexican nationals would be honored by the United States, by a 
varietv of ruses, legal technicalities, frauds, violence, terror, and 
intimidations, about 80 percent of the land legally owned by the 
indigenous Mexican population was appropriated by Anglos „ I h ^’ l " 
the last half of the nineteenth century the position of Mexicans. 
Chicanos in the United States was principally defined by the racist 
structure of primary exclusion (see Barrera 19/9, p, Zb-^t ). 

Deprived of almost all their best land, the indigenous Mexicans 
were, in good part, forced either into extreme rural poverty or to 
provide labor for the expanding commercial agriculture and mines ot 
U.S. capital. Mexicans (both the original settlers in Northern Mexico 
and the early post-1848 arrivals) who worked for Anglos were, in 
good part, enmeshed in relationships of debt peonage, semifeuda! 
tenancy, and contract labor (similar to what blacks and Chinese 
experienced at the same time) rather than pure wa 6 e _ Ia1 ** rela 
ships (that were standard for white workers) (see Acuna 19 , PP- 
85; Barrera 1979, pp. 55, 77). Well into the twentieth century m some 
places (on the least valuable land) a traditional Chicano ' e 
Mexican”) independent peasantry continued to exist, largely engaging 
in subsistence farming supplemented by production for local mai ets. 
In other places traditional Mexican padron-peon tenancy re ’ at,oa ^ 
(between rich and poor Chicanos) also continued to be repr< uc 
(Barrera 1979, p. 55). 


In the twentieth century the position of Mexicans/Chicanos in 
the United States has been defined by the racist structure of special 
exploitatioin/disorganization (no longer by primary exclusion). There 
was only a trickle of Mexican immigrants into the United States in 
the last half of the nineteenth century (official immigration statistics 
that undoubtedly grossly undercounted the actual population move¬ 
ment record fewer than a thousand a year for all years until 1904). 
But in the middle of the first decade of the twentieth century, a 
massive migration of Mexicans to the Southwest to work for commer¬ 
cial Anglo farmers began. Between 1908 and 1918 approximately 
17,500 Mexicans a year were recorded as legally immigrating to the 
United States. In the 1920s the Mexican immigration greatly accel¬ 
erated. averaging 50,000 a year throughout the decade (see U.S. 
Department of Commerce 1975b, p. 107).* It has been estimated that 
the total (legal and undocumented) immigration of Mexicans to the 
United States in the 1910-30 period represented approximately one- 
eighth of Mexico's entire population (see Acuna 1981. p. 123). 

Mexicans in the post-1905 period came to replace Asians as the 
primary source of menial labor for Southwest (especially Californian) 
commercial agriculture.^ They proved to be “ideal” menial laborers 
because unlike the Japanese and Hindus they did not attempt to leave 
wage labor to become small farmers. They further “hibernated ’ 
during the off season (i.e., returned to Mexico or to the Mexican/ 
Chicano ghettos of the cities of the Southwest), thus not becoming an 
expense to the growers or their state. Chicano and Mexican workers 
were generally paid about half of what the going wage was for Anglo 
workers, were assigned the harder work, and (at least in the case of 
recent migrants from Mexico) tended to work exceptionally hard 
(since their intention was to save money, return home, and establish 
themselves as petty bourgeois or landowning peasants). 


•It should be noted that outside of Northern New Mexico the overwhelming 
majority of Chicanos (people of Mexican descent born in the United States) are 
descended primarily from those that immigrated into the United States m the post- 
1905 period (in good measure from the massive 1908-29 migration to work in South¬ 
western agriculture). 

■•■“Alien" status (Chinese. Japanese, Hindu. Filipino. Mexican! workers have been 
especially vital in California’s fruit and vegetable production since its inception be¬ 
cause this agricultural system requires a reliable, but temporary, labor torce to work 
for only a few vital weeks in the harvest cycle of each crop. Such a labor force of 
necessity must be mobile. This type of agriculture is highly labor intensive and thus 
most sensitive to keeping tabor costs down. In 1974 hired labor still represented b, 
percent of the total costs of California farms As late as 1968 only 2 percent oi tnut 
and vegetables were harvested by machine (Pfeffer 1980. P- - / 
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In the post-world War I period. Mexican labor was heavily con- 
rentrated in agriculture (in 1930, 45 percent of all employed Mexican 
“"InThis sector) (Barrera 1979, p. 95). In 1922 Mexicans 
accounted for about half of all the cotton pickers in the Sou h«e«t« 
SS as three-fourths of all fruit and vegetable labor. In 1927 they 
were 60 percent of sugar beet workers (Barrera 1979. p. 77). Mexican 
women/Chicanos were heavily concentrated as domestics (m 1930 45 
percent of all those employed). In El Paso in 1920 to percent of all 
domestics and 90 percent of all laundresses were Chicanes (Barrera 

'^Mexican labor was employed for the most part by the largest 
rather than the smaller commercial farms. In 1928 it was found that 
over 90 percent of all commercial (and labor hiring) farms of oyer 640 
acres in contrast to 38 percent of those under 20 acres hired Mexican 
or Filipino labor. Further, 83 percent of growers with over 80 acres 
stated that they preferred to hire such workers; in contrast, o9 percent 
of farmers of under 20 acres stated they preferred to hire white 

Anglo workers {Barrera 1979, p. 83). 

Mexicans and Chicanos provided a large proportion of mine labor 
as well It has been estimated that roughly 60 percent of Southwest 
unskilled mine workers in the 1900 to 1940 period were from this 
group (Barrera 1979, p. 83). The railway construction and main¬ 
tenance workers were heavily Mexican/Chicano. In 1922 about 8o 
percent of railroad track workers in the Southwestern states were 
Chicanos/Mexicans (Barrera 1979. p. 84). In both the mines and on 
the railroads Chicanos/Mexicans were assigned the most menial jobs 
and received the lowest pay scales. For example, on the Southern 
Pacific railroad line in 1908, Greeks were paid $1.60 a day, Japanese 


SI .45, and Mexicans $1.25 (Barrera 1979, p. 85). 

In the cities Mexicans/Chicanos were heavily concentrated in 
blue-collar occupations (in Los Angeles in 1918, 93 percent were in 
such occupations, compared to 53 percent of Anglos). In 1930 in the 
Southwest 28 percent of Mexicans/Chicano men were unskilled 
nonrural laborers, 9 percent semiskilled operatives, 35 percent farm 
labor, and 10 percent independent farmers. Within industrial sectors 
Mexicans/Chicanos were most concentrated in stone, clay, and glass 
products (in 1928, 38 percent of the total), water, light, and power (2U 
percent of the total), and textiles (16 percent of the total) (see Barrera 


1979, pp. 88,97). , . f 

With the onset of the Great Depression in the 1930s the mass oi 
recent Mexican immigrant laborers in commercial agriculture in t e 
Southwest became redundant, and as a result there were massive 
forced “repatriations” back to Mexico (of both “legal" and illegal 
immigrants). Official Immigration Service records report that bet ween 




1931 and 1934 300,000 Mexicans were sent back across the border. In 
the course of the first half of the 1930s about one-third of all 
Mexicans/Chicanos in the Southwest were "repatriated” (Acuna 1981, 
p. 138; Barrera 1979, p, 105). During the Great Depression the role 
the Mexicans (and before them the Asians) had played as the primary 
source of menial workers in Southwestern agriculture came to be 
performed by economically desperate whites, Anglos forced off the 
land (mostly from Oklahoma, Arkansas, Texas, Missouri, and adjoin¬ 
ing areas of the Dust Bowl). By 1936 approximately 85 to 90 percent 
of California’s migratory laborers were native-born white Americans 
(in contrast to less than 20 percent in the 1920s) (Barrera 1979, p, 
107).* 

During World War II, when prosperity was restored in the U.S. 
economy and a labor shortage again developed in Southwestern 
commercial agriculture, a massive immigration of Mexican laborers 
began once again. From 1943 through 1952 approximately 7,000 
Mexicans legally immigrated each year to the United States, and 
from 1954 until 1970 approximately 45,000 (slightly less than the 
immigration of the 1920s). Supplementing the legal and illegal 
immigrant laborers an official state-sponsored program of providing 
Mexican contract labor to Southwestern commercial farmers was 
instituted. This “bracero program” was initiated in 1942. 

Expanded and regularized in 1951 the bracero program provided 
about 250,000 laborers a year in the first half of the 1950s, about 
430,000 during the last half, and once again, about 250,000 during 
the first half of the 1960s. The bracero program, which was designed 
to provide U.S. growers with cheap docile labor when they needed it, 
worked fine for the growers. But over the course of time the bracero 
program came under increased government regulation that made the 
Mexican laborers provided by this U.S. federal service more expen¬ 
sive. The program, further, came under increasing attack by the 
AFL-CIO as undermining “American labor.” 

In 1964 the bracero program was abolished. But by no means did 
this mean the end of the flow of compliant cheap Mexican labor to 
Southwestern agricuture. The government-regulated braceros were 
replaced by “illegals” or “undocumented" workers who came into the 
United States without work documents. Southwest growers (and 


♦Filipino Laborers, who had a legal status in the United States that could not be 
revoked because the Philippines was a colony, began entering California agriculture in 
the 1920s and grew in importance during the 1930s. Like their Chinese, Japanese, 
Hindu, and Mexican predecessors, the Filipinos were young, single, hard-working men 
willing to do menial field labor for less than their predecessors or most white Anglo*. 
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other employers throughout the United States) found undocumented 
workers t0 an even better source of menial laborers than the 
braceros. While the braceros were working under contracts signed 
between the United States and Mexican governments that guaranteed 
the Mexican noncitizens certain basic rights, "illegals” (by the nature 
of their status in the United States) had little recourse to legal 
rights—and as a result could be exploited more intensely with little 
danger of state or union interference. By 1^68 the number of esti" 
mated undocumented workers in California agriculture reached the 
level of the bracero program in 1964, and by 1974 grew to twice that 
number (Pfeffer 1980, p. 33). 

The forced repatriation of Mexicans in the 1930s, as well as 
smaller scale repatriation campaigns in the 1950s and the deportation 
campaigns against "illegal aliens since, has, in good part, been a 
product of the role of Mexican labor in disorganizing the working 
class as a whole. Workers of Mexican and Anglo background do not 
form a single social class. The maintenance of distinctive cultures, 
languages, and residences as well as the castelike assignment of 
work prevented the formation of a class consciousness and kept 
industrial unions among Anglo workers weak. The early craft unions 
in the Southwest largely excluded Mexicans and Chicanos from 
membership (for the most part attempting to exclude them from the 
better jobs in the mines) (see Acuna 1981, chap. 8). 

Thus, instead of organizing across ethnic lines in the 1930s the 
thrust of poor white migrant workers was to argue for “repatriating 
them back to Mexico” (just as the AFL-CIO opposed the bracero 
program, and most of the labor movement in the 1970s and 1980s has 
wanted to "tighten up” on the employment of “illegal aliens" so as to 
reserve the better jobs for Americans). There has been and continues 
to be great mutual hostility on the part of menial workers (in good 
part undocumented Mexicans) who feel that the native-born workers 
are trying to monopolize special privileges, and the native-born 
(including many Chicanos) who feel the newest immigrants are 
reducing their living standards and working conditions. Because any 
attempt of industrial workers to exclude new sources of menial 
laborers is ineffective in the face of capital’s need for such groups, 
the futile attempt to oppose further immigration (or deport undocu¬ 
mented workers) is not only ineffectual, but it greatly weakens labors 
position because of the disorganizing effect it has on overall working 
class solidarity. The only labor strategy that can work for industrial 
workers (given that the employment of new immigrants is very 
profitable for capital, and thus will continue) is to organize both 
Anglos and undocumented Ladino workers into the same unions (in 
the same manner the CIO organized both blacks and whites success¬ 
fully for the first time in the 1930s). 
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Latin America as the New Source of Specially Exploited Labor for 
U.S. Capitalism 

By around 1970 the rural South dried up as a source of recruits 
for Northern industries. More blacks began returning to the South 
than newly migrated to the North. At the same time black industrial 
workers became increasingly organized, while the poor increasingly 
rejected their oppressive conditions. They were no longer the relative¬ 
ly docile cheap labor that they had been a generation before. A new 
source of docile menial labor for American capitalism had to be 
found. Just as the displaced Southern blacks had replaced the dis¬ 
placed Polish and Italian peasants, who had replaced the Irish before 
them, so too the Southern blacks are now being displaced by Ladinos. 

In the 1951-60 period an average of 147,000 Southern blacks a 
year migrated to the North and West. In this same decade Latin 
Americans (including Puerto Ricans and others from the West Indies) 
permanently (and legally) entered the United States at the rate of 
103,000 per year. In the 1961-70 period 138,000 Southern blacks a 
year left the South while 153,000 Latin Americans a year entered the 
United States (U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service 1979. 
Table 13; Puerto Rico Planning Board, correspondence, and Table 
11.2), When undocumented or illegal Mexican immigrants are in¬ 
cluded it is clear that by the latter half of the 1960s considerably 
more Ladinos were entering the United States than displaced South¬ 
ern blacks entering the Northern capitalist economy. Since the ear y 
1970s the net migration of blacks has been to the South. In the early 
1970s the net immigration from Puerto Rico also slowed to a trickle. 
The flow of both undocumented and legal immigrants from Latin 
America (other than Puerto Rico) is now the overwhelming source of 

new menial laborers for U.S. capitalism. t 

In 1977, 44.4 percent of all legal and “permanent immigrants to 
the United States were from Latin America and the West Indies. 32.6 
percent were from Asia, and 16.0 percent were from Europe. The 
occupational distribution of immigrants from these three areas are 
very different. Of the Asian immigrants in 1978, 38 percent (of those 
who listed an occupation) were professional and managerial (for 
Chinese alone it was 53 percent, Filipinos 45 percent, and Koreans 49 
percent). This compares with 34 percent of Europeans and 14 percent 
of Latin American immigrants who were professional or manageria 
On the other hand. 62 percent of Latin American immigrants were 
menial laborers (operatives, unskilled labor, or service workers) as 
compared to 37 percent of Asians (27 percent for Chinese) and 4 
percent of Europeans. Of all the menial laborers entering the United 
States as immigrants in 1978, 58 percent were from Latin America 
(including all of the Caribbean), 10 percent from Europe, and 30 







482 l CLASS STRUCTURE 


percent from Asia. The leading Latin American and Caribbean sup. 
pliers of legal immigrants to the United States in 1975 were Mexico 
(15.3 percent of all legal permanent immigrants to the United States), 
the Dominican Republic (3.2 percent), Jamaica (3,2 percent), and 
Colombia (1.8 percent). Central America, it should be added, supplied 
3.2 percent of all immigrants to the United States. Other leading 
suppliers of permanent immigrants to the United States in 1975 were 
the Philippines (6.2 percent), Korea (4.9 percent), China (Taiwan and 
Hong Kong, 4.4 percent), and India 3.4 percent (U.S. Immigration and 
Naturalization Service 1979, Tables 8 and 13). 

It should also be noted that before the 1960s the leading source 
of legal and permanent Latin American immigrants to the United 
States was Puerto Rico, but since the 1960s it has been Mexico. In 
the 1951-60 period 41,000 Puerto Ricans a year migrated to the 
United States, compared to 30,000 Mexicans. In the 1960s, the 
comparable annual averages were 22,500 and 45,000. In 1970s the 
annual number of legal Mexican immigrants rose to about 70,000 a 
year, while the net migration from Puerto Rico was reduced to a 
dribble. 

In the 1970s the flow of "documented" Mexican workers (together 
with those from other parts of Latin America) to the United States 
was dwarfed by the migration of “illegal" or undocumented workers 
who entered the United States without proper papers with the inten¬ 
tion of working, saving money, and returning home (the typical 
motivation of virtually all immigrant groups). Estimates of the 
number of undocumented Mexican workers in the United States in 
the late 1970s varied from 1 million to 12 million. For 1980 the best 
estimate very roughly—would probably be approximately 6 million 
(see New York Times , February 4, 1981, p. 27). Undocumented 
workers play a much more important role in some parts of the 
Lnited States than others. In Los Angeles, for example, it is estimated 
that one out of every ten people are undocumented. In San Diego it is 
higher still (New York Times, December 28,1980, p. 13). 

The role of undocumented Mexican and other Latin American 
workers has become central to the profitability of the U.S. economy. 
They are the true equivalent of the “guest workers” of Germany and 
the rest of Northern Europe. As of 1982 there was no law against 
employers knowingly hiring undocumented workers. Twice in the 
1970s proposed legislation to make it a crime to knowingly employ 
undocumented workers was defeated in the U.S. Senate (after it 
passed the House of Representatives) under pressure of business 
lobbyists (New York Times, December 28, 1980). Undocumented 
workers are recognized as playing such an important role in the U.S. 
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economy that the “regularization" of their status has been under 
careful consideration. 

The U.S. Immigration Service regulates the supply of illegal 
Ladmo laborers to business and agriculture (rather than making a 
serious effort to restrict the immigration of such workers). The 
Immigration Service typically winks at violations, so long as a 
business presses for access to menial workers and there is a labor 
shortage. In 1980 there were only 350 border control agents on duty 
at any given time on the entire U.S.-Mexican border (New York 
Times, December 5, 1980, p. 13). That the Immigration Service 
systematically encourages violations of U.S. immigration laws to 
serve business interests is testified to by its effectiveness in times of 
labor surplus when it is instructed to deport surplus Mexican laborers 
back to Mexico (Pfeffer 1978, p. 40; Barrera 1979, p. 12). 

It should be noted that in 1978 59 percent of all persons of 
Spanish origin in the United States (recorded by the U.S. Census 
Bureau) were Mexican/Chicano and 15 percent Puerto Rican (U.S. 
Department of Commerce 1980, p. 33). Assuming approximately 6 
million undocumented Mexicans in the United States not counted by 
the U.S. Census, approximately 70 percent of all Ladinos in the 
United States were Mexican/Chicano in 1978. Ladinos as a whole in 
1980 represented about 8 percent of the U.S. population, compared to 
12 percent for blacks. 

In 1976 of all persons in the United States who spoke a language 
other than English as their usual language, 60 percent spoke Spanish 
(3.8 million). About 46 percent of these either did not speak English 
or had difficulty with the language. Of all those who reported either 
not being able to speak English or having difficulty with it, 66 
percent were native speakers of Spanish (U.S. Department of Com¬ 
merce 1980a, p. 39). 

During the 1970s more undocumented Ladinos were employed in 
nonagricultural than in agricultural occupations. In 1978, 46 percent 
of apprehended '‘illegal'' Mexican workers were employed in agri¬ 
culture, while 54 percent were employed in manufacturing, construc¬ 
tion, and the services (New York Times, November 10, 1980). Illegal 
immigrants from Latin America are preferred not only in the low- 
wage menial agricultural and service industries where capital finds it 
very difficult to find any native-born workers willing to work at the 
low wages offered, but also in industries that pay significantly more 
than the minimum wage and where undocumented Mexicans are 
found by employers to both work for less money and be more reliable 
and enthusiastic than native workers. To quote the personnel 
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manager of a Chicago area manufacturer: “They work hard and they 
show up on time, they work overtime, they don’t get into fights and 
they’re relatively docile" (New York Times, November 10, 1980), In 
the San Diego and I/>s Angeles areas, competitive sector manufac¬ 
turing and service industries as well as agriculture are heavily 
dependent on '‘illegal" workers. Undocumented workers (both Latins 
and Asians) have become very important in the revived “sweatshop" 
industries of the Northern cities. In 1980 it was estimated that there 
were in the New York area 3.000 “sweatshops" in the apparel trade 
employing about 50,000 workers (compared to about 200 in 1970) 
(New York Times, February 26, 1981:1). 


The Growing Economic Role of Ladinos In the U.S, Economy 

In the post-Depression period Chicano/Mexican labor in the U.S, 
has largely been drawn out of its traditional concentration in agricul¬ 
ture, mining, railroad construction, domestic services, and so on and 
displaced into menial industrial labor in the cities. While 28 percent 
of Chicano/Mexican men were employed as unskilled nonfarm labor 
in 1930, only 12 percent were in 1970. The figures for farm labor 
declined from 35 percent to 8 percent in the same period (while the 
figures for independent farmers declined from 10 percent to 1 
percent). Meanwhile, the percentage classified as machine operatives 
rose from 9 percent to 25 percent, and as skilled workers from 7 
percent to 21 percent (Acuna 1981, p. 281). In 1970 86 percent of the 
Chicano/Mexican population of the United States was urban (com¬ 
pared to 66 percent in 1950) (Barrera 1979, p. 139), These rather 
radical changes reflect the dissolution of the traditional castelike 
barriers that divided Anglo from Ladino workers, with the better jobs 
(and higher pay schedules) going to Anglo workers. Under the new 
system of direct competition for jobs between white Anglos, blacks, 
and Ladinos, the corporations ensure maximize flexibility in their 
labor force, minimization of wages, and maximum disorganization of 
the working class. Both white and black Anglos are increasingly 
resentful of Latin workers, especially illegal aliens, taking “Amer¬ 
ican" jobs, while working according to Latin American standards, 

Ladinos have rapidly been entering working class occupations, 
demonstrating a long-term tendency to displace blacks as the prin¬ 
cipal minority group in them. Between 1970 and 1977 the ratio of 
Ladino men to black men in menial occupations increased from 0.38 
to 0.47, in industrial working class occupations from 0.43 to 0,56 and 
in urban labor from 0.41 to 0.52. Meanwhile, the ratio of Ladino men 
to black men in the professional and managerial positions decreased 
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from 0,81 to 0.63 (see Table 11,15), The percentage of all Ladino men 
in the United States who were industrial workers rose from 54.9 
percent to 58.6 percent between 1970 and 1977, while the percentage 
of all black men in these occupations declined slightly from 60.1 
percent to 58.4 percent. A similar phenomenon occurred among urban 
manual workers. Meanwhile, the percentage of all Ladino men who 
were professional and managerial declined from 15.2 percent to 14.5 
percent of the total, as the black percentage rose from 8.9 percent to 
12.7 (see I able 11.15). It is clear that the working class is becoming 
increasingly Ladino, while at the same time Ladinos are becoming 
increasingly working class. 

It should be noted that black women are considerably more likely 
to work outside the home than are Ladino women (especially Puerto 
Ricans). In 1979 the labor force participation rate of black women 
was 53.1 percent as compared to 48.1 percent for Mexican/Chicanas 
and 33.4 percent for Puerto Ricans (U.S. Department of Commerce 
1981a, pp. 394,399), 

I he ratio of alt employed Ladino to black men in the manu¬ 
facturing sector in 1970 was 0.425, slightly less than the average for 
all sectors—0.468. Black men (compared to Ladino men) were dis¬ 
proportionately concentrated in primary metals, motor vehicles, chem¬ 
icals, and textiles, while Ladino men were disproportionately con¬ 
centrated in fabricated metals, nonelectrical and electrical machinery, 
and food processing. The ratio of Ladino women to black women in 
manufacturing in 1970 was 0.474, considerably higher than the 
average for all sectors (0.299). Ladinos were especially highly concen¬ 
trated in food processing and textiles (see Table 11.16). 

In sum, black men tend to be concentrated more in heavy 
industry and Ladino men in light industry, although both groups are 
virtually proportionately present in the manufacturing sector. Al¬ 
though Chicanas are less likely to work than black women, they are 
proportionately much more represented in the manufacturing sector 
than black women. 

The deteriorating position of employed Ladinos in retation to 
employed blacks is also reflected in the statistics on earnings. Be¬ 
tween 1969 and 1979 the ratio of black to white male median annual 
earnings (for those employed full time, the year around) rose from 
0.68 to 0.73, while the comparable figure for Ladino men declined 
from 0.80 to 0.73. Meanwhile, the ratio of black to white female 
median annual earnings (for those employed full time, the year 
around) rose from 0.79 to 0.93, while the comparable figure for 
Ladinas declined from 0.89 to 0.83. These figures represent a radical 
reversal in the position of the two groups. A reversal produced by the 
rapid immigration of menial laborers from Latin America, on the one 
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Laborers ifarm and nonfarmi, service including domestics', operatives. 
Craftsworkers, foremen, operatives, nonfarm labor including self-employed. 
Source: U S. Bureau of the Census 1970d, Tables B1, 121; 1979c. Table 53. 
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TABLE 11.16: 

Ratio of the Number of Ladinos to Blacks 
Employed by Industry, 1970 

Lower than Average 

Higher than Average 


Primary metals 

0.339 

Fabricated metals 

0,682 



Nonelectrical 


Motor vehicles 

0.348 

machinery 

0.650 

Chemicals 

0.310 

Electrical machinery 

0,698 (0.488 ' 

Textiles 

0.322 (0.536 * 

Food processing 

0.566 (0,558 * 

Construction 

0.440 




All sectors 

0.468 (0.299 i* 



All manufacturing 0.425 0.474}* 



*Females 

Note. Males unless otherwise noted. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970. Table 92. 


hand, and the gradual integration of most blacks into the main¬ 
stream of either the working class or the salaried petty bourgeoisie 
on the other (see Table 11.17). 

It should be noted that the position of Ladinos is actually con¬ 
siderably worse than the reported figures indicated, and has dete¬ 
riorated considerably more than the data suggest because of the large 
and growing number of undocumented Ladino immigrants (who for 
the most part are not registered by the U.S. Census). Undocumented 
immigrants are disproportionately located in the most menial and 
lowest paying jobs. 

The more recent immigrant status of Ladinos is responsible for 
their assignment to the lowest paying, most menial occupations in 
the economy. As they accumulated industrial working class expe¬ 
rience, blacks organized themselves and increasingly resisted their 
condition. They have been in good part integrated into the core of the 
working class or excluded from the labor force altogether. Ladinos 
are now coming into the country to take the lowest paying most 
menial jobs in their place. As a result, they are increasingly subject 
to the same racist humiliations experienced by previous waves of 
migrant menial workers. Similar relationships of exploitation generate 
similar ideologies and attitudes. 

Relative Class Oltferentiation among Ladinos and Blacks 

The overall trends in occupational composition and income 
primarily reflect the relative position of the working class majority 
among both blacks and Ladinos, The primary fact about both groups 
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TABLE 11.17: Median Annual Earnings of Full-Time, Year- 
Round U.S. Workers: Whites, Blacks, and 
Ladinos, 1969 and 1979 



1969 

1979 

Male 

Female 

Male 

Female 

Whites 

$8,625 (1,001* 

$4,764 (1.001 

$17,427 (1.00) 

$10,244 (1.00) 

Blacks 

5,813' 68: 

3,759 ( ,791 

12.738 { .731 

9,476 ( .93) 

Ladinos 

6.840 ( .80 

4,251 ( .89) 

12.658 ( .73} 

8,466 ( .83) 


* Numbers in parentheses are the ratios of each group to white earnings for that 
year. 

Source; U,S. Bureau of the Census 19700, Table 247; 1991. Table 61. 


is their central role in the industrial economy. In both cases it is 
their working class majority that essentially defines the position of 
these groups in the U.S. economy. 

In 1977, 75.1 percent of black men and 46.1 percent of black 
women were urban manual workers (nondomestic service workers, 
craftsworkers, operatives, foremen, and laborers). This is significantly 
higher than the equivalent figures for whites—53.7 percent and 31.9 
percent respectively. It is of the same order, however, as the figures 
for Ladinos; 71.0 percent and 47.9 percent respectively. Black men 
are significantly more likely to be both urban manual laborers and 
menial laborers than Ladino men, but equally likely to be industrial 
workers (see Table 11.3). The difference here is accounted for by the 
fact that blacks are significantly more likely than Ladinos to be in 
service industries. While black women are more likely than Ladinas 
to be menial laborers (because so many more black women are in the 
services), Ladinas are much more likely than black women to be 
industrial workers (because so many are factory operatives). But 
black women are also considerably more likely to be professionals 
than Ladinas. 

Class differentiation is greater among blacks than among Ladi- 
nos. The black petty bourgeoisie, on the one hand, is significantly 
larger than the Ladino petty bourgeoisie: on the other hand, the black 
underclass is significantly larger (especially its hard core of “lumpen 
proletarians’’) than the Ladino underclass. 

In 1977, 12.7 percent of black men and 14.4 percent of black 
women were professional and managerial, in contrast to 9.8 percent 
of Mexican/Chicano men and 9.1 percent of Mexican/Chicano women 
(and 15,9 percent of Puerto Rican men and 11.8 percent of Puerto 
Rican women) (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1979c, pp. 8, 224), How¬ 


ever, in the Northeast, where almost all Puerto Ricans were concen¬ 
trated in 1977, 21.2 percent of black families had an income of over 
$20,000 compared to only 13.0 percent of Ladino families. In the 
West, where most Mexicans/Chicanos are concentrated, 20.8 percent 
of Ladino families reporting in 1977 to the U.S. Census Bureau had a 
family income of $20,000 or over (since this figure excludes most 
undocumented workers, it must be considerably discounted) (U.S. 
Department of Commerce 1980, p. 449). In 1977 11.6 percent of all 
Puerto Rican families in the United States had an income of over 
$20,000 as did 19.0 percent of all Mexicans/Chicanos, compared to 
22.3 percent of all black families (and 26.9 percent of Northern black 
families) (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980a. p. 32; 1981, p. 452). 
Thus, considering the lower family income in the higher income 
ranges among Puerto Ricans as compared to blacks and the fact that 
large numbers of undocumented Mexicans who earn less than $20,000 
a year do not report to the U.S. Census Bureau, it is clear that the 
black petty bourgeoisie is considerably larger than that of either 
Mexicans/Chicanos or Puerto Ricans. Puerto Rican professionals and 
manageriats both appear to be concentrated in lower paying positions 
and are much less likely than black families to have a working wife 
(and thus not to have a middle class living standard). 

The larger petty bourgeoisie among blacks than among Ladinos 
is reflected in the statistics on education. In 1978 19 percent of 
blacks had at least some college, compared to 16 percent of Ladinos 
(and 31 percent of whites). In this same year 74 percent of all blacks 
aged 25-34 in the United States had at least completed a high school 
education, compared to 48 percent of Mexicans/Chicanos and 48 
percent of Puerto Ricans (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980, pp. 
144-45). 

On the other extreme, the black underclass is, in relative terms, 
significantly larger than the Mexican/Chicano underclass, although 
it is of the same order as the Puerto Rican. Since (including un¬ 
documented workers) there are roughly five times more people of 
Mexican/Chicano background in the United States than Puerto 
Ricans, it is clear that in general the Ladino underclass is much less 
of a significant phenomena than the black underclass. 

In 1978 23.2 percent of white families were located in the central 
cities (of the SMSAs) as compared to 57.2 percent of black households 
and 51.1 percent of Ladino households. While blacks are in general 
more concentrated in central cities (and have a higher percentage of 
their population in the underclass) than Ladinos, there is a consider¬ 
able difference between Puerto Ricans and Mexicans/Chicanos in this 
regard. While 46.3 percent of Mexican/Chicano families in 1978 were 
located in the central cities of the SMSAs, this was true of 79.0 
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percent of Puerto Rican families (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980. 
p. 33 and U.S, Bureau of the Census 1980c, Table 15). 

In 1978 29.0 percent of nonwhite families were below the U.S, 
Department of Labor’s officially defined poverty level, while 18.9 
percent of Mexicans/Chicanos and 38.9 percent of all Puerto Ricans 
were (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980, pp. 33. 463). In the West 
in 1977 25.6 percent of blacks were below the poverty level as 
compared to 16.9 percent of Ladinos; in the Midwest 32.1 percent of 
blacks compared to 14.4 percent of Ladinos. However, in the North¬ 
east. 27.1 percent of blacks were below the poverty level as were 34.8 
percent of Ladinos {U.S. Department of Commerce 1980, p. 464). 

In 1978 the black labor force participation rate for males aged 16 
and over was 70.8 percent as compared to 82.7 percent for Mexicans/ 
Chicanos and 72.6 percent for Puerto Ricans (U.S. Department of 
Commerce 1980, pp. 392, 397). In 1970 in the 35-44 age bracket, 88 
percent of black men were in the labor force as compared to 93 
percent of Mexicans/Chicanos and 88 percent of Puerto Ricans (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 1970f Table 7; U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1970d, U.S. Summary. Table 90). In 1977 the black unemployment 
rate for men aged 20-24 was 23.0 percent and that for Ladinos aged 
20-24 was 12.2 percent; for men aged 35-44 it was 6.3 percent and 4,9 
percent respectively (U.S. Department of Labor 1979, p. 189). In 
general, blacks are more likely to be below the poverty level, less 
likely to be in the labor force, and more likely to be unemployed than 
are Mexicans/Chicanos. The black underclass is clearly a consider¬ 
ably larger proportion of all blacks than the Mexican/Chicano 
underclass is a proportion of all Mexicans/Chicanos. 

In 1970, 1.5 percent of the U.S. male prison and jail population 
was Puerto Rican and 4.0 percent Mexican/Chicano. Puerto Rican 
men over age 16 in 1970 were 0.6 percent and Mexican/Chicano men 
over age 16 were 1.9 percent of the over-16 male population (counted 
by the U.S. Census Bureau)—an overrepresentation factor of 2.5 and 
2.1 respectively, compared to an overrepresentation factor of 4.2 for 
blacks (U.S. Department of justice 1975, Table 6.38). The ratio of 
men to women aged 25-64 counted by the U.S. Census Bureau for 
people of "Spanish origin" in 1978 was 89 percent, compared to 85 
percent for blacks and 97 percent for whites (U.S. Department of 
Commerce I960, p. 28). The higher rate of avoiding census takers 
together with their considerably higher rate of incarceration suggests 
that the hard core underclass among blacks is significantly greater 
than among Ladinos (including Puerto Ricans). 

Puerto Ricans (but not Mexicans/Chicanos) have shared the 
experience of blacks in being caught in large numbers in the central 
cities (especially New York) as manual industrial jobs were disap¬ 


pearing, and as a result have in large numbers been condemned to 
poverty. However, they do not appear to have suffered urban poverty 
and protracted unemployment long enough to have produced as large 
a “broken” hard core underclass as have blacks. This is reflected in 
the significantly lower incarceration rates for Puerto Ricans as 
compared to blacks, in spite of the fact that a considerably higher 
proportion of Puerto Ricans are below the poverty level. In summary, 
it is clear that in general Ladinos (including undocumented workers) 
are more concentrated in the working class (and are in general less 
class differentiated) than are blacks. This is true for both Puerto 
Ricans and Mexicans/Chicanos, although class differentiation is 
greater among Puerto Ricans, whose experience has been more like 
that of blacks, than among Mexicans/Chicanos—the newest major 
source of menial labor for U.S. capitalism. 


WHO BENEFITS FROM ECONOMIC DISCRIMINATION AGAINST 
BLACK AND LADINO WORKERS? 

Although racism hurts minority group workers more, majority 
group workers also suffer economically from racism directed against 
ethnic minorities. The ideology of racialism and the white chauvinism 
it generates acts to undermine working class solidarity. Instead of 
forming strong unions and political parties and engaging in other 
types of unified class action against capital, racism leads the different 
segments of the working class to displace their hostility onto each 
other, thus neutralizing their political effectiveness against capital. 
Majority group workers come to internalize the capitalist class 
ideology that sharing common “racial" characteristics gives them a 
common interest against fellow workers of other "races. Identifying 
with the wealthy of their “race” instead of with others in the same 
(or a slightly lower) economic position allows majority group workers 
to be exploited much more effectively than would be the case in the 
absence of racialist ideology and dominant group chauvinism. 

The disorganizing effect of racism on the working class of the 
dominant group has been clearly illustrated historically by the 
contrast between the condition of the Northern and Southern white 
working class in the United States. Since the mid-1930s industrial 
workers (both white and black) in the basic Northern industries have 
been largely organized into effective industrial unions and have also 
been mobilized to pressure the state for pro-working class reforms 
(such as social security, unemployment insurance, recognition of 
unions, medicare, and so on). As a result, the condition of both black 
and white workers in this region is considerably better than in the 
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South, In the South, on the other hand, unions and other forms of 
effective working class political action (organized either across ethnic 
lines or on an all white basis) have been very weak. Racialism and 
white chauvinism have in these regions been used very effectively to 
undermine the development of class consciousness among white 
workers, workers who have largely bought the false ideology of 
“white supremacy" and thus hold to the illusion of having 'white 
skin privilege." In the South the white working class has in good 
part been convinced that the fact that blacks earn about half of what 
whites earn (in 1969 median black family income in the South was 
56 percent of median white family income) is more important than 
the fact that they are poor in relation to either the white upper class 
or white workers in other parts of the country (workers who have 
effectively organized together into unions with blacks and otherwise 
engage in effective class action to improve their common condition). 

In the Midwest (the industrial heartland of the United States) in 
1969, median black family income was 75 percent of median white 
family income. At the same time, median white family income in this 
region was 18 percent higher than in the South (U.S. Census 1970d, 
Table 135). In this region black and white workers, to a much 
greater degree than in the South, work together in classwide organ¬ 
izations to both effectively improve their common lot and to reduce 
the effect of racism. Although blacks benefit more from this associa¬ 
tion, whites clearly benefit as well (black family income in 1969 was 
58 percent higher in the Midwest than in the South). 

Analyses of the effect of economic discrimination against minor¬ 
ities on the income of majority group workers can get very complex 
because of the fact that many different factors other than racism 
influence income levels. Therefore, definitive analyses of the effect of 
racism must use more sophisticated statistical techniques, techniques 
more sophisticated than simple regional comparisons, to separate out 
the effect of racism from these other factors. It is necessary to 
employ the statistical techniques of partial correlation and/or mul¬ 
tiple regression that statistically enable one to “hold constant" the 
effect of some variables, while examining the effect of the variable 
one is interested in on what one is trying to explain. One of the more 
comprehensive of such statistics is "Pearson’s r," the correlation 
coefficient, the square of which measures the proportion of the 
variation in the dependent variable accounted for by the effect of the 
independent or explanatory variable. Table 11.18 reports the effect of 
racial discrimination as measured by the ratio of the black male to 
white male annual earnings (for those who work full time the year 
around) on both the level of white male earnings and the degree of 
economic inequality among whites in the 25 states that have at least 


12 percent of their population I.adino, black, and other minorities 
(the groups against which racism was primarily directed in the 1960s 
in the United States). 

The correlation between the ratio of black male to white male 
annual earnings and the level of white male earnings in 1969 was 
+0.46, i.e., the less the discrimination against blacks the higher white 
median income (21 percent of the entire variation in white male 
median income is accounted for by the variation in economic dis¬ 
crimination). When such factors as percentage of the population 
represented by ethnic minorities, percent urban, personal income per 
capita, percentage in manufacturing, and region (all factors that also 
influence the level of earnings) are controlled for (have their effect on 
white male earnings "taken out"), the relationship between economic 
discrimination against minorities on white male earnings is seen to 
be real (and not an artifact of these two variables’ associations with 
the other factors that produce higher white male earnings). White 
workers lose economically, rather than benefit, from the effect o 

racial discrimination. , . , 

This conclusion is further confirmed by examining the effect of 
racial discrimination on the degree of equality among whites. In 1969 
there was a -0.58 correlation between the ratio of black to white 
male median income and the white male Gini inequality index. The 


TABLE 11.18: The Relationship between Black Male/White 
Male Earnings and Measures of White Gam, 

1969 

(correlation coefficients) __ _ _ 

Black Male/White Male Earnings Controlling For: 


White Male Median 
Earnings 

White Male Gini 
Inequality Index 


Personal Percentage 


Zero 

Order 

Parc enrage Percentage 
Minority Urban 

Income 
per Capita 

in Manu - 
tacturing 

+0.46 

+0.33 

+0.20 

+0.33 

+0.54 

-0.58 

-0.43 

-0.54 

-0.64 

-0.56 


nata for earnings are for 1969' that tor percentage minority is for 1970, 
Minority refers to blacks, American Indians, Asians, and 

The 25 states with the JJSJiVt is here that there is a 

oere&nn are analyzed, rather than all su siaie^. ^ __ __ ^ 


worker income. 

Sources: U.S Bureau of the Census 


1970f. 1970j; 


1970h, 19701 
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Gini inequality index measures the degree of inequality in a popula- 
tion, with a score of 1.00 indicating total inequality {the richest 
quantile has 100 percent of the income) and a score of 0.0 indicating 
complete income equality (each quantile has an equal share of total 
income). These results mean that the more discrimination against 
blacks the more inequality among whites (the greater the gap between 
the richer and poorer whites). As Table 11.19 shows, this relationship 
holds even when the other factors that influence income inequality 
are controlled for. Poorer white workers lose relatively to higher paid 
skilled workers, professionals, managers, owners, and so on, from 
economic discrimination against blacks. They are not pushed up into 
jobs with income closer to middle class income levels because of the 
discrimination against blacks. To the contrary, the disorganizing 
effect of racism aggravates their impoverished position. 

There is no significant correlation between the percentage of a 
state’s population that is of minority status and the level of white 
male median earnings {in 1969 the correlation coefficient between the 
two was -0.07, which explains one-half of one percent of the total 
variation in white male median earnings). (See Table 11.19.) This 
shows that the mere presence or absence of significant numbers of 
minority workers in the working class normally has no significant 
effect one way or another on white income levels. The presence of 
minority workers per se does not generally result in the disorganiza¬ 
tion and hence impoverishment of white workers. They do not 
necessarily lower white wages by acting as a reserve army of labor 
competing for jobs. And they do not necessarily increase white wages 
by displacing whites from low-paying positions. 


TABLE 11.19: The Relationship between Percentage of 

Population That Is Minority and Measures of 
White Gain, 1969-70 




Percent Minority Controiiing For; 


Zero 

Order 

Percentage 

Urban 

Personal 
Income 
per Capita 

Percentage Region 
in Menu- (South/ 
facturing Non-South) 

White Male Median 






Earnings 

-0.07 

-0.25 

-0.11 

-0*06 

-0.16' 

White Male Gini 






inequality Index 

+0.50 

+0.56 

+0.50 

+0.50 

+0.45 


0.25 when all (actors are simultaneously controlled for 
Note: Data are for all 50 states. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 1970f, 1970j, 1970h, 19701. 


There is, however, a significant correlation between the Gini 
inequality index for white males and the percentage of a state that is 
ethnic minority. The correlation coefficient is +0.50 (25 percent of the 
variation in the degree of income inequality among whites is ac¬ 
counted for by the proportion of the population that is minority). The 
higher the percentage of a state’s population that is minority, the 
greater the inequality among whites, i.e., poorer whites are not 
displaced into relatively higher paying jobs by the presence of minor¬ 
ities. These results combined with the negative correlation between 
median white income level and the degree of economic discrimination 
and the lack of a relationship between percent minority and median 
white income means we can infer that it is higher income whites who 
gain from the presence of large numbers of minority workers, while 
working class whites (those around the median income level) are 
unaffected. Middle and capitalist class whites but not white workers 
gain from racism. 

That it is in fact the effect of racism on disorganizing the 
working class that is responsible for lower white wages where racial 
discrimination is greater is demonstrated when the effect of class 
solidarity (as measured by the proportion of a state’s nonagricultural 
labor force in labor unions) is controlled for. If racism is operating to 
disorganize the working class (weaken unions) and thus reduce white 
wages, the correlations between white male earnings and the black 
male/white male median level should either disappear (or become 
positive) when level of class solidarity is controlled for. Such is 
indeed the case. In 1969 there was a +0.01 correlation between these 
two factors (one ten-thousandth of the variation is accounted for). 
(See Table 11.20.) We can thus conclude that the more intense racial 
discrimination (and by implication racialism and white chauvinism) 
the lower are white working class earnings because of the effect of the 
"intermediate variable’’ of working class solidarity. Racism, by acting 
to disorganize the working class, lowers the income level of white 
workers. 

In addition to negatively affecting the economic position of white 
workers through its effect on weakening labor unions, racism also 
negatively affects white workers through its effect on public services 
such as education and social welfare. Racial antagonism drives 
wedges between working class whites, blacks, and Ladinos and 
greatly reduces working class ability to build a political movement 
that could be effective in improving schools and other public services. 
Instead of working with blacks and Ladinos to raise their common 
living standards, racial antagonism displaces white working class 
concern into maintaining their minor "privileges relative to hlacks 
and Ladinos. Poor whites can be mobilized to prevent the busing of 
their children to ghetto schools so that they can stay in only slightly 
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TABLE 11.20: The Relationship between the Measures of 
_ Racism and White Male Ea rnings, 1969-70 

Controlling For; 


Person&t Percentage Region 
Zero Percentage Percentage Income in Menu- (South/ 
_ _ Oftfef Minority Urban per Capita lecturing Non-South) 

Black Male/ 

White Male 
Median 

Earnings 0.01 0.09 0.00 ^>00 

Percentage 

Minority 0.14 -0.05 +0.04 

a -0.10 when five factors excluding percentage minorityare controlled for. 

Notes: Controlling for strength of unions. Data are for 50 states. 

Sources: U,S. Bureau of the Census 1970f, 1970j, T970h, 1970i. 

better quality schools designed for poor whites, rather than insisting 
on the same quality education for both poor blacks and poor whites 
that is available in the wealthy suburbs (see M. Reich 1981, chap, 7). 

The existence of white/Anglo chauvinsim and racialist attitudes 
among white. Anglo workers can not be explained in terms of their 
rational economic interest (which is antiracist). It must rather be 
explained as a result of the interaction of three factors: ideological 
manipulation by the capitalist class dominated media and educational 
institutions; the political and economic power of the rich that can 
assign jobs and petty privileges; and the need of the poor to direct the 
hostility generated by their oppression against something. Minorities 
'traditionally Jews in the European world, blacks in the United 
States, Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, the Chinese in Southeast 
Asia) are “scapegoated" and come to serve as ‘‘safety valves” of 
discontent in order to stabilize the capitalist system and its dominant 
system of property and privilege. White chauvinism and racialism 
transfer white workers resentment away from the capitalist system 
that is its cause. It also offers pseudosatisfaction or compensations in 
the form of psychological benefits to poorer whites who gain a certain 
eeling of self-respect from knowing that as poor and oppressed as 
they might be at least they have the same skin color as the rich, and 
r us they have something to be proud of that no black can brag 
about. In the words of a Ku Klux Klan (KKK) slogan, “Black is 
beautiful, tan is grand, but white is the color of the big boss man.” 
But it is the capitalist class, not the working class, that is the 
economic beneficiary of racism. 


12 _ 

The Structure of Patriarchy 

and Class 


The family has been the basic economic unit of human social 
organization in virtually all preclass as well as class societies. In 
fact, the family in most societies must be understood as funda¬ 
mentally an economic structure functioning to produce and consume 
as a unit while at the same time reproducing a new generation of 
producers. Thus, the basic relationships within the family must be 
understood as relationships of production, consumption and reproduc¬ 
tion, and not essentially as relationships of love, sexuality, or force. 

It, therefore, follows that the fundamental relationships between 
males and females that have characterized all but some of the most 
recent of social formations (and still predominate in contemporary 
society) must be understood as relationships of production, consump¬ 
tion, and reproduction, and not manifestations of some underlying 
abstract or general difference in human nature between feminine 
women and “masculine” men. Relationships between the sexes 
structured in the family, and not any essential female and male, are 
the essence of the differences in treatment and behavior of men and 
women. 

Within the family the essential relationships are those of husband/ 
wife, mother/father, son/daughter, and brother/sister-sister/brother, 
and it is, thus, of these relationships of production, consumption, and 
reproduction that the relationships between men and women have 
historically been constructed. The structural position of wife char¬ 
acterizes an economic contribution to the husband and his kin, while 
the position of husband characterizes an economic contribution to the 
wife and her kin. The position of mother/father characterizes a 


0.02 -0.05® 

013 +0.22 
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contribution to the reproduction of a next generation of producers in 
the form of nurturing and training children. The position of sister/ 
brother as well as son/daughter characterizes a woman's/man’s 
continuing (premarriage and postmarriage) economic contribution to 
her/his family of birth. The position of women (especially before they 
entered the labor market as independent wage earners) must be 
essentially understood within this framework. 

The structural position of women both within and outside the 
family has varied immensely over time, among societies and among 
classes. This variation has been principally a product of the logic of 
the different modes of production and class structures within which 
women have existed. Although there is always a sexual division of 
labor, in preclass societies the relative position of the two sexes is 
almost always qualitatively more equalitarian than in most class 
societies. In class societies, the economic role, and consequently the 
social status of women, varies qualitatively by class. Within different 
parts of the world capitalist system at any given time and among 
different modes of production (capitalism, feudalism, slavery), the 
position of women in the various classes is also a qualitative variable. 
The role, status, and power of women is a product of structural 
forces based in the mode of production. There is very little of social 
importance that can be said about women that applies to all classes 
of women in all modes of production in all positions within the world 
system through all time. 

After briefly treating the development of patriarchy through 
different forms of preclass and early class society, this chapter 
examines the specific role of women in capitalist society.* Women’s 


‘During the 1970s the term “sexism" came to be used to describe a wide range of 
rather diverse phenomena. First, it describes the social and economic structures that 
differentially oppress women, most importantly the traditional housewife/mother 
function in the patriarchal family and low paid white-coilar/service "feminine" posi¬ 
tions in the occupational structure. Such “sexist” structures might best be labeled 
simply “patriarchal structures." Second, "sexism” describes theories that argue there 
is a biologically based difference between the sexes which produces "masculine 
behavior in men and “feminine” behavior in women {i.e., which inclines women to be 
maternal, loving, passive, and so on and men to be aggressive, outgoing, creative, and 
so on). or the notion that biology is destiny. The term sexism should probably best be 
reserved for only such theories. This would parallel a precise use of the term "racial¬ 
ist,” the theory that there is a biological difference between different peoples or 
nations that dictates different average levels of intelligence, creativity, suitability to 
menial labor, and so on. Third, it describes the behavior of individual men in relation¬ 
ships with individual women (lovers, friends, mothers, co-workers, and so on) that 
exhibits "macho," domineering, inconsiderate, "sexually exploitative” characteristics 
(that are ho/ exhibited toward other males). Such behavior should probably best be 


increasing centrality to labor outside of the home is focused on. An 
extensive discussion of the occupational distribution of women and 
the trends in the position of women in the economy is undertaken. In 
addition, the chapter examines the socialization of patriarchy, the 
similarities and differences between the "racial” and "sexual” divi¬ 
sions of labor, the question of whether or not men can be said to 
economically benefit from economic discrimination against women, 
the role and consequences of housework, the radical transformation 
of housework, and, consequently, the declining importance of this 
latter patriarchal structure. Last, the tremendous class differences 
among women are examined, 

ORIGINS OF PATRIARCHAL STRUCTURES 

The anthropological evidence that has accumulated over the last 
hundred years, the bulk of which has been systematically compiled 
in the Yale Human Area Relations* files, conclusively demonstrates 
that the social and political position of women in preclass societies 
was qualitatively more equalitarian in relation to men than it has 
been in class societies. However, preclass societies do exhibit a 
considerable range of social and political status from full equality to 


called "male chauvinism,” whether or not it occurs within patriarchal structures or is 
legitimated by a sexist or biological theory. . 

These three different phenomena, ail of which have been labeled sexism, do 
share an important common element-lhey are all differentially oppressive of women. 
The first is the essential structure of male dominance, the second is the theory 
justifying male dominance, and the third is a manifestation in interpersonal re 
of male dominance The term "sexism" is also used in other ways that do not describe 
the differential oppression of women. For example, there is often confusion between 
"the oppression of women" and “women's special oppression’ or patriarchy. Moss 
women are oppressed in many ways: by racist structures, by their position in the 
world capitalist system (imperialism), by their working class position in the class 
structure as well as by their position in patriarchal structures. The vast majority of 
women (those who live in the less-developed countries, ethnic nnnritm '"JJ* 
advanced capitalist countries, working class and peasant women throughout the world) 
in fact share with the men of their class, nation, or ethnic group a common situation 
a situation that may not be experienced in exactly the same ways by 
in every instance, but that is qualitatively the same or t sexes, o ^ ' 
oppression (above and beyond national, racial, and class oppression' is Us 
part of women’s oppression for most women on the planet. In fact for the vast 
majority of the world’s women, their special oppression vis-a-vis * . 

secondary part of their lives, overwhelmed by the more serious °PP r ^-’' _ ( r ll ’ 
nationality, and class. It is only for a rather small minority.of 
European women in the middle classes) for whom it can truly be said tha 
differential oppression of women vis-a-vis men in the same class, racia - fx- 

lion is their primary form of oppression. 
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male dominance. The principal factors that account for the variation 
in the position of women are their relative economic contribution and 
the mode of that contribution. Further, the qualitative transformation 
in the extent and form of women’s economic contribution is the 
determinant of the qualitative deterioration in the social and political 
position of women at the onset of class societies. 

Women and men in preclass societies relate to one another 
essentially in four relationships. father-daughter, rnother - son. sister* 
brother, and husband-wife. Through these four essential relationships 
a woman develops broader kin relations to the relatives of the father, 
brother, husband, and son. Production, consumption, and reproduc¬ 
tion of the next generation occur within these relationships. In all 
societies there is a division of labor between daughters and fathers, 
sisters and brothers, husbands and wives, and mothers and sons. 

A woman (at least in settled patrilocal/patrilineal societies) 
performs labor for her husband and his lineage and village (which 
generally have rights to the product of her labor). Women as wives, 
thus, stand in a collective relation to a husband’s kin. In return, they 
have certain rights to the product of their husband’s kin. At the 
same time in such societies, married women are also sisters, i.e., they 
maintain certain duties and rights in the lineage/village of their 
birth. Sisters frequently provide a part of their product to their 
original community as well as maintain rights in the decision-making 
process there. Sisters and wives are, thus, quite typically different 
relations of production (and consumption). And since almost even,' 
wife is also a sister, this means that a given woman may simul¬ 
taneously maintain very different statuses in two different lineages 
(or villages or bands). 

While in patrilineal/patrilocal societies the greater part of the 
product of the wife becomes the property of the husband's lineage, a 
given wife, in her role as sister in a different lineage/village, has 
rights to the product of the wives of her brothers, i.e., while a 
woman may lose control of the product of her labor to a set of 
brothers and sisters, she gains control over the product of another 
set of women (a reciprocal and symmetrical relationship that creates 
strong social bonds of mutual dependence). While often politically 
subordinate in the husband’s lineage/village, wives tend to share 
decision-making power in the households of their brothers (see Sacks 
1979, pp. 156-57,179,185, 191, 223). 

In nondass societies (at least in those that are patrilocal and 
patrilineal), motherhood normally brings with it a change in economic 
position and status, as a woman’s relations of production in both her 
husband's and her own lineage/village change. In both, the earlier 
subordinate position of daughter/young childless wife is transformed 
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to a more powerful position of controller of labor-power—both through 
a woman’s influence over the affairs of her brother’s children in her 
original lineage, and through control over her own children in her 
husband’s lineage. An older mother’s claims on her brother’s children 
as well as on her husband’s are, in good part, repayment for her 
earlier labor for both her brother’s and husband's lineages, i.e., is a 
form of delayed reciprocity. Thus, what often appears in patrilocal 
societies as a disproportionate contribution of a young wife to her 
husband’s household is typically balanced by both the simultaneous 
contribution of her brother’s young wife to her (and her lineage) and 
the delayed contribution of her brother’s and husband’s children to 
her in her later years (Sacks 1979. pp. 119,121,137-38). 

In most predass societies, then, women tend to have equal access 
to consumption goods with men, while at the same time they tend to 
contribute roughly the same amount to production as do men, i.e., 
there is generally no systematic exploitation of women by men. 

There is virtual consensus among contemporary anthropologists 
who have studied the question that the main determinant of the 
variation in the position, power, and privilege of women is the degree 
of their control of the productive resources and the economic surplus 
of their society (see for example, R. Blumberg 1978; Sacks 19/5,1979; 
Leacock 1972, 1981; Buenaventura-Posso and Brown 1980; Rohrlich- 
Leavitts, Sykes, and Weatherford 1975). 

In hunting and gathering as well as in horticultural societies 
women bring in on the average roughly the same amount of food as 
do men. Of all preclass societies on which data have been compiled in 
the Yale Human Area Relations’ files women bring in an average of 
44 percent of the food supply. In only 2 percent of such societies did 
women contribute virtually nothing to the food supply; and in only l 
percent did they contribute more than two-thirds (R. Blumberg r , 
p. 25). Statistical studies that can evaluate the relative effects ot 
different factors (multivariate analysis) performed on precapitalist 
societies for which data are available show that economic power was 
overwhelmingly the most important predictor of women s i e op ions 

(R. Blumberg 1978, p, 31). M - mnct 

Reflecting the substantial economic equality of women - 
predass societies is the reality of substantially equal monpatnarchal 
relations between the sexes. Patriarchal structures appearto be either 
a product of class (as well as herding) societies or an i 4 » 
class societies that impact pristine predass socie „ • tsof a 

conquest, missionaries, and so on. Table 12.1 d,splays the msuUs_of a 
study of 156 societies designed to determine the conelat . . 

tial equality between the sexes. 


TABLE 12.1: Equality between the Sexes by Societal Type 



Including avuncuioca! 

/of®: Based on a sample of 156 societies. 
Jource; San day-Reeves 1981, pp. 170. 178. 
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This study, which summarized existing accounts of societies, 
found that about three-fourths of all hunting and gathering societies 
and two-thirds of horticultural societies have been described by 
Westerners who have studied them as having substantial equality 
between the sexes, i.e., male dominance has been attributed to only 
one-fourth of hunting and gathering societies and one-third of horti¬ 
cultural societies. The evidence is strong, however, that the minority 
of preclass societies (herding societies aside) that have been depicted 
as patriarchal had either recently adopted patriarchal forms as a 
result of imperialist contact with the advanced class societies, or in 
some cases were falsely described as patriarchal by the male mis¬ 
sionaries, traders, and early anthropologists who imposed patriarchal- 
oriented Western categories on them (see Leacock 1981; Rohrlich- 
Leavitt, Sykes, and Weatherford 1975; Buenaventura-Posso and 
Brown 1980; Sanday-Reeves 1981, chap. 7). 

The variations in the degree of equality between the sexes 
reflects the importance of property, the importance of women's 
economic contribution, and the role of women in the system of inher¬ 
itance and residence. The less property a society has, the more equal 
is the position of women. Almost all societies with bilateral descent 
rules (common wrhere there is very little property to inherit) as vrell 
as virtually all societies with neolocal or ambilocal residence rules 
(common in simple hunting and gathering and the technologically 
least developed societies) have been described as having substantial 
equality between the sexes—87 percent and 94 percent respectively 
Likewise, hunting and gathering societies have the greatest degree of 
substantial equality w r hile herding societies have the least. In societies 
where hunting (a predominantly male activity) is most important, 25 
percent of societies studied have been described as having full equal¬ 
ity, and in societies where animal husbandry is the primary' source of 
subsistence (again a predominantly male activity), only 21 percent. 
This contrasts with societies where gathering (predominantly a 
female activity) is the primary source of subsistence, with full 
equality existing in 54 percent of the cases, and where horticulture 
(often a female activity) is the predominant form, with 30 percent of 


the total. , . 

Women’s social and political status, however, is not a simple 
product of their economic contribution. Their status is. rather 
essentially a product of their economic power, or their degree ot 
control over (and indispensability for) production. When womens 
contribution to production is domestic rather than socia , even i t ey 
are performing essential economic roles, they will have little economic 
power. Unless they have primary access to production, i.e., are no 
under the control of males in a manner analogous to workers or 
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slaves under capitalists or masters, their potential economic power is | 

not actually realized. Isolation in the domestic unit, while the men 
are engaged in cooperative economic activities, is the social condition 
for the subordination of women by men. The more women work 
autonomously from direct male supervision, the better is their 
economic position. Ecological conditions or economic relations that 
dictate a division of labor which assigns men the social and collective 
economic tasks while isolating women around the home can produce 
the relative subordination of women even when female food process¬ 
ing is vital to the group (Sacks 1975; R. Blumberg 1978, pp. 24-29), 

Women’s economic power is enhanced in the degree to which 
women’s economic activities require a high level of expertise (and 
hence men can not easily be substituted for them). Women’s economic 
power is further enhanced even when men have the appropriate 
skills to be able to replace them, but there is no surplus male labor to 
perform women’s tasks, i.e., replacing them in traditionally female 
activity would be a difficult and costly process. It is not necessary 
(for women’s social and political status to be undermined) that an 
alternative source of all of women's economic contribution is avail¬ 
able, but merely that there is sufficient “substitutability at the 
margin.” It has been estimated that a "surplus” or "reserve supply" 
of laborers merely 5 to 15 percent of the labor force can be sufficent 
to significantly undermine the economic position of a group of 
laborers (such as women) (R. Blumberg 1978, 28-29). 

Comparative analysis of precapitalist societies confirms the multi¬ 
faceted ramifications of the economic power of women on their 
general condition. Where women’s economic power is high, there is 
little “wife beating” (R. Blumberg 1978, p, 24; Rohrlich-Leavitt, Sykes, , 

and Weatherford 1975, p. 115). Women's share in political decision 
making is greatest where her economic control is the greatest (R. 
Blumberg 1978, chap. 3; Rohrlich-Leavitt, Sykes, and Weatherford 
1975, p. 124). Women also tend to have control over the reproductive 
function when they have economic power (Rohrlich-Leavitt, Sykes, 
and Weatherford, 1975, p. 124). Their general “social status” or 
prestige in relation to men is also high under such conditions 
(Rohrlich-Leavitt, Sykes, and Weatherford 1975, p. 124; Buenaventura- 
Posso and Brown 1980; R. Blumberg 1978, chap. 3). Last, male 
participation in such domestic tasks as childcare and housework is 
greatest where women’s economic power is the greatest (R. Blumberg 
1978, chap. 3). 

The decline in women’s social and political position is a conse¬ 
quence of her decline in economic power. Her status is undermined 
when male economic activities become increasingly vital for the group 
and as her primary relation to production and indispensability are 

i 
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undermined by transformations in societies’ economic processes. Such 
transformations can occur either as a result of the internal logic of a 
society (or changes in its ecology) or because of the impositions of 
external class societies, A study of the transformations of the tradi¬ 
tionally equalitarian relations of the Bari Indians in Colombia showed 
that as the capitalist institutions of Colombian society impinged on 
the native Indians that men gained in relative economic power and as 
a consequence women’s social and political position deteriorated 
(Buenaventura-Posso and Brown 1980). 

Although women’s and men’s social and political status in 
hunting and gathering and in horticultural societies is relatively 
equalitarian there is a sharp sexual division of labor in economic 
tasks.* This division of labor is a product of the salience of the 
biological differences between the two sexes under conditions of 
primitive technology. Men are slightly more muscular and bigger on 
the average than women, and hence tend to be somewhat more 
effective as hunters of large animals (as well as in handling larger 
domesticated beasts of burden). But more important is the fact that 
only women give birth, and above all, that only women breast-feed. 
Before the nineteenth century, breast-feeding was the universal way 
of feeding infants. In preclass societies the average length of breast¬ 
feeding is about two years. This has traditionally put a considerable 
biological constraint on women’s economic activities, especially given 
the high birth rates of such societies. Women thus are assigned (in 
those societies close to nature) by the logic of economic efficiency 
(enforced by natural selection if reason is insufficient) to those tasks 
most compatible with their inherent child care capacities. This 
generally means tasks done close to home, tasks that do not require 
fast or hard travel, tasks that do not present danger to small children, 
and tasks that can easily be picked up, interrupted, and then begun 
again (R. Blumberg 1978, p. 26). 

A secondary factor in the assignment of different economic 
functions to the two sexes is the relative supply of male and female 
labor for the specific economic functions that must be performed. I 


* George Murdock found that in a sample of 224 nonclass societies 
were excluded from no basic economic tasks, women were now ere assign . 

responsibility for hun.ing of large animals (or for metalworking). Women. mjat least 
some societies, however, did have primary responsibility ior mining, $ 0 _ ' 

lumbering, herding, clearing land, grain grinding and b “ rd * n Jj*71"i essa rv ieg- 
societies, however, in which women help men with the un ■ _ - hand is 

when a father has no sons his daughter may help him m dehorn, when a tend » 
short ol men, wives and sister may help) (see Sacks 1979, pp- * * 

37). 
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there should be a relative surplus or shortage of one or the other sex 
relative to the tasks necessary, the logic of biological compatibility is 
relaxed as the criterion of selection. If, for example, there are insuffi¬ 
cient women to perform the roles in which women have the relative 
advantage, perhaps because of the decline of hunting of big animals 
and the increased importance of hunting small animals and gathering 
(traditionally women’s work), then men will be assigned such tasks. 
Similarly, if male labor is insufficient for the performance of a task 
to which men are differentially suited, women will be assigned such 
tasks (R. Blum berg 1978, pp. 26-27). 

The more advanced the technology employed in obtaining a living 
from the soil, the greater the probability that it will be men who are 
assigned to such tasks. In simple horticultural societies (without 
metallurgy), cultivation is primarily a female responsibility in 37 
percent, primarily a male responsibility in 14 percent, and shared 
pretty much equally in 49 percent. In advanced horticultural societies 
(w’hich use a metal hoe), men have primary responsibility in 23 
percent and women in 50 percent. But in agrarian societies (which 
use the plow pulled by a large beast of burden, and where physical 
strength and independence from child care are important considera¬ 
tions), cultivation is primarily the women's responsibility in only 7 
percent and primarily a male responsibility in 56 percent (Lenski and 
Lenski 1974, p. 191). 

There are a number of aspects of agricultural production that 
make agriculture generally men’s w’ork. In addition to the fact that it 
is normally large draft animals that pul! the plows (which can thus 
be handled easier by men), the fields are typically farther from home 
than are the gardens of horticultural society, and the large scale of 
operations means that work schedules and conditions are not easily 
interruptable and adjustable so as to be compatible with child-care 
responsibilities (unlike horticultural societies). Moreover, agriculture 
is considerably more productive than horticulture (i.e., is less labor 
intensive, per geographical unit). Fewer people can feed more people. 
As a result, there is more likely to be a surplus of male workers. 
This means that men’s inherent relative compatibility for most 
efficiently performing agricultural tasks (given simple technology and 
closeness to nature) generally becomes predominant (if not through 
reason, then through natural selection of the most efficient economic 
arrangements) (R. Blumberg 1978, pp. 50-51). 

Different types of agriculture are more or less labor intensive, 
and thus women tend to be more or less essential in different types 
of agricultural production. For example, wet rice agriculture requires 
enormous amounts of labor input and women in such systems often 
perform a major portion of it (unlike in the dry plow agriculture 


typical of Europe and America). Because women’s primary economic 
contribution is greater under wet rice systems, their economic power 
and hence social and political position is generally better in such 
societies (such as Southeast Asia) than those based on dry plow’ 
techniques (such as Europe). For example, in Southeast'Asian 
countries such as Indonesia, the Philippines, and Burma, women 
became very important in the market trade, disposing of much of 
their own surplus production often on their own account independent 
of their husbands. This gives women an especially independent 
economic position, and hence an especially strong social and political 
role (R. Blumberg 1978, p. 51). 

Within agricultural societies, the lot of peasant women is general¬ 
ly better in relation to the men of their class than is the case for 
women of the upper classes. Peasant women are essential for the 
processing of agricultural goods primarily provided by husbands and 
fathers: preparing food, making clothes, and so forth. Because of 
their central economic role, even though it is typically organized 
under men, their subordination in patriarchal structures although 
qualitatively greater than that of women in preclass society, is, never¬ 
theless, considerably less than that of the women of higher classes 
(R. Blumberg 1978, p. 51). 

About 10 percent of hunting and gathering societies are matri- 
lineal (i.e., record descent and inheritance through the mother’s 
rather than through the father’s line, with men inheriting goods 
from their mother’s brother, rather than their father). In contrast. 26 
percent of horticultural societies and only 4 percent of agricultural 
societies are matrilineal (Lenski and Lenski 1978, p. 162). There is 
pressure exerted at the transition from hunting and gathering to 
horticulture to change the rules of descent from being male to female 
centered, just as there is pressure in the opposite direction at the 
transition to agricultural class society. There is no significant differ¬ 
ence between the probability of being matrilineal for simple and 
advanced horticultural societies, i.e., the introduction of metallurgy 
and more intensive techniques does not affect descent rules. 

The association of descent/inheritance rules with economic forms 
is both a direct result of the function of a given inheritance rule for 
different means of production, and a result of the strong association 
(but not strict correspondence) between descent and residence rules. 
Patritocal societies are almost never matrilineal (4 percent are), and 
matrilocal societies are almost never patrilineal (2 percent are); 
further, patrilineal societies are almost never matrilocal (in fact 98 
percent are patritocal), and matrilineal societies rarely are patritocal 
(49 percent are matrilocal while 18 percent are patritocal) (Coult and 
Habenstein 1965, p. 391). There are strong reasons why locality rules 
are more important in economic forms than descent rules. 
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In hunting and gathering societies, the rules of inheritance are of 
little real import because there is so little property, and virtually 
everything of value can be easily and rather quickly made by all. In 
fact'61 percent are bilineal, with the deceaseds property distributed 
among a'range of relatives and friends (Coult and Habenstein 1965, 
p 5281 There are no economic or social reasons why it should be any 
different if only because there is no special social interest in the 
rather unimportant question of inheritance. The question of whether 
a couple lives with the parents of the husband or with the parents of 
the wife would seem to be determined by the importance of continuity 
and coordination among the small group of men in the hunting band. 
Fathers, sons, and brothers who grow up together and hunt together 
accumulate both a common knowledge of hunting grounds and learn 
close coordination based on blood kinship. Among these societies 62 
percent are patrilocal, 16 percent matrilocal, and 17 percent neolocal 
(this latter the highest of any type of society) (Coult and Habenstein 
1965, p. 392). For men to move to another band when they get 
married and for strangers to enter the band to live with sisters, does 
not generally make economic sense. Thus, most hunting and gather¬ 
ing societies are patrilocal. 

In horticultural societies the question of whether husbands live 
in the village of their fathers or of their mother-in-law has a different 
logic. In only about 20 percent of horticultural societies is cultivation 
primarily a male responsibility. In almost half it is primarily a female 
responsibility (Lenski and Unski 1974, p, 191). In horticulture, the 
coordination of the labor of women is more important than before. 
For the sake of maximizing economic productivity it is important 
that the association of the primary producers be reinforced by 
relationships being determined through the women’s line. It is ineffi¬ 
cient for the primary work group to be disrupted by the exit of 
sisters and the entry of strangers by marriage. 

Further, productive property is more important in sedentary horti¬ 
culture villages than in hunting bands. The question of inheritance 
is thus of greater importance than before. Since the primary tools of 
production are now the horticultural implements primarily used by 
women, it makes economic sense to inherit the means of production 
through the mother’s line so that they stay in the same work group 
(thus encouraging care and accumulation), and for the less important 
tools of the hunt, used by men, to pass from a man to his sister s 
son. This makes greater economic sense than for the more important 
tools of horticulture to pass from a women to her brother’s daughter 
(who would be part of a different work group). In general, the forces 
of economic efficiency operate to press societies to adopt whatever 
lineage pattern and location requirements that keep the means of 
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production as well as accumulated experience within the most impor¬ 
tant work units. 

The importance of coordinating horticultural labor (versus coordi¬ 
nating the hunt or herding), which is the determinant factor in the 
relative prevalence of matrilinearity and matrilocality in preclass 
societies, is strongly supported by the fact that 39 percent of horti¬ 
cultural societies where at least 85 percent of the food is obtained by 
horticulture are matrilineal (and 22 percent matrilocal) as compared 
to only 13 percent (and 6 percent) where less than 75 percent is 
(Lenski and Lenski 1974, p. 192). Matrilinearity is especially common 
among the tribes of south central Africa, which are primarily horti¬ 
cultural rather than pastoral or hunters and gatherers, as are most 
of their neighbors (e.g., the Bemba, Pende, Yao, Lele. Plateau Tonga, 
and many others). In these societies women traditionally have done 
most of the agricultural labor, while men were heavily engaged in 
trading as well as raiding expeditions (Harris 1979, p. 99), Where 
hunting and herding play a major role, the logic of horticulture, 
which presses toward matrilinearity and matrilocality, is neutralized 
by the logic of male hunting or herding (where men almost always 
are in charge of the large animal herds for the same reasons they are 
almost always the hunters of large animals). 

It should be noted that of all preclass societies herding societies 
are the most patriarchal as well as overwhelmingly patrilineal and 
patrilocal (90 percent are patrilocal and 3 percent matrilocal; 65 
percent patrilineal. 6 percent matrilineal) (Coult and Habenstein 1965. 
pp. 392, 528). In such mobile societies almost all the food as well as 
the supplies for clothing and keeping warm is a direct or indirect 
product of male activities in managing the large animals (or in 
trading or raiding to obtain supplements). As a consequence, women's 
economic power is minimal, and as a result they are generally reduced 
to a lower all-around status. When men are in charge of the herds, 
the question of the greater efficiency of keeping the animals within 
the same work groups, rather than transferring them to others on 
the death of the father, as well as the importance of maintaining the 
continuity of the primary working group, rather than disrupting it 
by the men coming and going by marriage, overrides. 

It should be noted, however, that herding societies are not (as 
Engels suggested) a principal form of economic organization on the 
order of hunting and gathering, horticulture, or agriculture societies. 
They are generally marginal and are in good part, in fact, probably 
spin-offs of the agricultural societies to which they are typically 
adjacent and dependent on for supplementing their economies 
(through trading or raiding). It might, in fact, be the case that many- 
nomadic herding societies were created largely by peasants who fled 
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the increasing burdens of agricultural life in the consolidating des- 
potic empires. 

There is an additional factor that may also press horticultural 
societies toward matrilinearity and matrilocality (this having to do 
with the nature of men's labor). In horticultural societies with their 
greater accumulation of wealth, both trade and warfare become more 
important. Because of men’s somewhat greater muscular strength, 
societies have almost universally selected (through reason or survival 
of the militarily strongest) men to be the soldiers. Because of men’s 
lesser importance to horticulture, it is they who generally also become 
the long distance traders (to secure metal and the other things neces¬ 
sary in a more complex economy as well as such things that used to 
be gathered by a now sedentary group). The greater incidence of 
warfare creates the need for stronger ties among larger groups of 
nonrelated men. Matrilinearity, and especially matrilocality, create 
social bonds among nonrelated men that can be mobilized in warfare. 
There is, in fact, a strong empirical correlation between the frequency 
of external warfare and matrilocality (and matrilinearity) in preclass 
societies. According to Marvin Harris matrilocality "promotes the 
formation of male combat teams whose members are drawn from 
different lineages and who have learned to live together even though 
they do not belong to the same descent group” (Harris 1979. p. 98). 

The coincidence of women's primary role as horticulturalists and 
the increasing importance of warfare in producing pressure to change 
to matrilocality is illustrated in the history of the Middle Woodlands 
Iroquois. When these tribes became sedentary with the introduction 
of maize, women came to play a more important economic role, with 
men absent from the village for an average of about half the time, 
engaging largely in raiding, warfare, and (less important than before) 
hunting. The Iroquois consequently changed both their locality pat¬ 
terns and descent rules to matrilocality and matrilinearity. Woman’s 
economic power was enhanced not only by her increased economic 
role, but also by the fact that matrilocality, together with the long¬ 
term absence of husbands, meant that women organized production 
on their own. Further, the men were initially strangers to one 
another, while the women were all sisters. All things considered, the 
women were in a strong position to organize society’s social labor. 
The Iroquois women played an especially strong political role (select¬ 
ing the chiefs) as well as having generally high social status compared 
to men (Harris 1979, p. 97). 

In general, it appears that there is a strong association between 
matrilinearity and matrilocality and the full equality of the sexes. 
The Sanday-Reeves study of 156 societies found that in 50 percent of 
matrilocal and 52 percent of matrilineal societies there was full 
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equality between the sexes, in contrast to only 21 percent of patrilocal 
and 19 percent of patrilineal societies (see Table 12.1). The lack of 
any great association of “male dominance” with descent and res¬ 
idence rules together with the strong association of full equality with 
these factors is strong evidence in support of the thesis that the male 
dominance described in some preclass societies has, in fact, been 
mostly either a recent innovation induced by contact with class 
societies or a result of the Western male bias of those who studied 
them (see Leacock 1981; Rohrlich-Leavitt, Sykes and Weatherford 
1975; Sanday-Reeves 1981, chap. 7). Imperialist impact as well as 
Western bias would be more or less a constant in both patrilineal/ 
patrilocal and matrilineal/matrilocal societies. It appears that descent 
and residence rules do have a substantial association with the posi¬ 
tion of women in pristine preclass societies. 

The role of matrilocality and matrilinearity is important in deter¬ 
mining the relative position of women, but in itself if men have 
primary access to and control over production it makes little differ¬ 
ence. Their importance in affecting the position of women occurs 
when women are economically central, especially in bringing in a 
large proportion of the food. They determine whether or not men will 
be in a position to organize women’s labor, or whether women’s 
strong economic role wilt, in fact, be transformed into economic 
power (and hence a strong political and social position) as it was 
among the Iroquois. Women’s social status and political role in 
matrilocal and matrilineal societies is better than in patrilocal and 
patrilineal societies both because the former institutions are asso¬ 
ciated with a stronger economic role for women and because they 
directly facilitate the transformation of their strong primary economic 
role into greater economic power (R. Blumberg 1978, p. 28). 

The more economically developed a society, the more likely the 
act of marriage involves an economic transaction. While 49 percent of 
hunting and gathering societies involve either a “bride price (the 
husband’s family makes a payment to the wife's family) or a dowry 
(the bride’s family makes a payment to the husband’s) the figure is 
61 percent for simple horticultural and 97 percent for advanced horti¬ 
cultural societies. In the great majority of cases the payment is of a 
bride price (Lenski and Lenski 1974, p. 200). This indicates that the 
transfer of women to another village and lineage often requires 
compensation to her lineage (and village) for the loss of her economic 
contribution (as well as for the loss of her children and their future 
economic contribution). This second function of bride price is exem¬ 
plified in the rule of some (especially African) societies that require in 
the event a wife does not give birth the bride price must be returned 
(or a younger sister provided). 
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Of all patrilocal societies 58 percent have a substantial material 
bride price as compared with only 7 percent of matrilocal societies, 
Of patrilineal societies 68 percent have a substantial bride price as 
compared with 31 percent of matrilineal societies. Fully 88 percent of 
the societies with a substantial material bride price are patrilocal and 
only 2 percent are matrilocal; while 67 percent of such societies are 
patrilineal and 10 percent matrilineal (Coult and Habenstein 1965, 
pp. 378, 436). The significant difference between these two compar¬ 
isons indicates that locality has a greater effect than lineage in 
determining whether or not bride price will be paid, and thus that it 
is generally more a question of the woman’s loss to her old work 
group than the loss of her children that is primarily compensated for. 
Bride price is most common in advanced horticultural and in herding 
societies (93 percent of the latter require a bride price) (Lenski and 
Lenski 1974, p. 269). This reflects the very important economic role 
women play in both types of societies—in the first as food providers 
and in the second as food processers of the products provided to her 
by the men. 

Bride price and dowry are not symmetrical phenomena. The fact 
that dowry (or “groom price”) virtually never occurs in matrilocal (or 
matrilineal) societies indicates that there is obviously an additional 
factor at work other than compensation for the loss of the labor 
power of an adult who moves to another village. In fact, bride price is 
a payment for both the loss of a woman’s labor and the loss of her 
children's labor. In the case of matrilocal/matrilineal societies, while 
the labor of the sons/brothers is lost to another village/lineage, they 
do not at the same time lose any children. Only 16 percent of agricul¬ 
tural societies practice dowry while 63 percent have bride price (Coult 
and Habenstein 1965, p. 437). The relative rarity of dowry payments, 
even in agricultural societies where they are the most frequent, 
indicates that women's ability to bear children is an important social 
and economic asset to her new village and to her husband's lineage 
that is often compensated for, even when her labor may play only a 
secondary economic role. 

Bride price* should in no way be interpreted as implying the 
purchase of a woman or her services by the men of one lineage 
from another. Bride price reflects the important economic contribu¬ 
tion performed by women and their childbearing capacity and must 
be understood as a compensation by one lineage to another for the 
loss of their economic services. It is fully compatible with total 
equality of the sexes, or, theoretically, even female dominance. Hypo¬ 
thetically one could imagine patrilocal lineages in which women were 
the most powerful, compensating each other for the loss of their 
aughters economic contribution to other lineages upon marriage. 


The only inference that can be made from the prevalence of bride 
pride (or dowry) is about the central economic contribution (not the 
economic power) of women. But since without making an economic 
contribution women can have no economic power, and thus are neces¬ 
sarily subordinate politically and socially, we can infer that as a rule 
where dowry exists, women are economically, politically, and socially 
subordinate. But we can infer nothing from the existence of bride 
price about the economic power or role in decision making or status 
of women. 

The nature of bride price is revealed in many patrilineal societies 
where a sister can take a wife (for which the wife's lineage is 
compensated through a bride price), with the wife bearing children 
(by men either of her own choosing or selected by her female 
husband—such relationships do not usually involve homosexuality). 
In such marriages the sister’s labor is, in good part, appropriated by 
the sister's lineage, while at the same time the children of the 
sister’s wife belong to the sister’s brother's lineage (which paid the 
bride price, exactly as would be the case if the female husband were 
male). Such sister-wife marriages tend to occur in families that have 
no sons, and thus are in danger of having neither heirs nor female 
labor power (but who have considerable wealth accumulated through 
bride wealth obtained from marrying their daughters) (Sacks 1979, 
pp. 77-79; Leacock 1981, p. 295).* 

In many patrilineal societies there are a variety of possible 
husband-wife relationships only some of which involve a bride price. 
In such societies, in those marriages that do not involve a bride price, 
the wives do not owe labor services to the husband s kin even when 
they live in the husband’s village. In other marriages the wife's 
family may transfer wealth to the husband’s family (although bride 
price is the norm). Here, the husband goes to live in the wife’s village 
(although patrilocality is the norm) and her kin gain rights to the 
husband’s services (see Sacks 1979, p. 870. 

The very different status of women in advanced horticultural 
and in herding societies does not reflect women’s differential economic 
contribution, which is key in both, but rather the degree to which 
women themselves organize and control primary production. In horti¬ 
cultural societies w F here women play a central economic role, the 


•In some classless societies, some men take on the role of wife. For example, 
among the Cheyenne Indians some boys who did not assume the male role as hunter- 
warrier became the "male wives" of hunters (performing alt the economic functions of 
a wife for his husband—again homosexuality was not normally a part o sue re anon 
ships)* No special negative status was attached to the men w ho as>unied to es. 
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bride price, in fact, reflects a high degree of equality among the 
sexes. In contrast, the occurrence of dowry in agricultural class 
societies reflects the centrality of male tabor and the fact that 
supporting a woman is sometimes an economic burden (women are 
not always economic assets). It should be noted that virtually all 
societies that practice dowry are both patrilocal and patrilineal. This 
implies that women have little economic power and thus that their 
status and power will be low. This is especially the case in the upper 
classes where dowry payments are the most common and the most 
substantial, and where women's position relative to men is also the 
lowest. 

With the transition to agricultural class societies, the economic 
power of women is radically reduced, reflecting both her removal 
from primary access to food and other necessities and the loss of her 
autonomy in controlling her labor power. Her social status and 
political power are also radically reduced, Men generally handle the 
plow as well as ail heavy domestic animals, and thus virtually 
monopolize the means of production, while women are reduced to the 
role of domestic laborers, merely processing the food and other goods 
provided by men in ways overseen by men. Her all-around dependency 
on the man then is a product of her economic dependence on him as 
a provider. Women's traditional job of taking care of children is 
reinforced by her increasing confinement to the home. Although both 
sexes do some craft-type work around the home, the division between 
‘’domestic labor” and “external labor" becomes qualitatively greater 
than it was in horticultural society. The agricultural division of labor 
is also reinforced by the interests of the emerging ruling class in 
such societies, a class which is interested in securing the largest 
possible economic surplus from the peasantry, and thus has an 
interest in men doing the agricultural tabor and women doing the 
processing around the house, because it is this system that is the 
most productive and hence the one from which they can extract the 
greatest surplus as tax (or rent) (Sacks 1975). 

The subordination of women to men that occurs concurrently 
with the development of class society means the all-around subordina¬ 
tion of women. Sexual virginity becomes the norm for women at 
marriage. Strict penalties for extramarital sex are instituted for 
women. Neither becomes the case for men. Women’s sexuality and 
ability to reproduce now come under the control of men. Women 
assume the status of minors, inferior in most rights to men. They 
are removed from having any role in political decision making. For 
the first time, women become subject to the general authority of 
their fathers and husbands. 
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In such societies it must be stressed that the economic power, 
political role, and social position of women relative to men is the 
greatest in the poorest classes and the least in the wealthier classes. 
It is in the higher classes where women have no economic role that 
virginity and fidelity are the most important. It is also here where 
the most oppressive (and often bizarre) patriarchal institutions of 
female seclusion develop such as veils, foot-binding, purdah (general 
confinement of a woman to the house), and suttee (the burning of the 
wife with the corpse of the husband). It is also in the higher classes 
of agricultural class societies where polygamy is the most common 
(R. Blum berg 1978, p. 52). 

The transition to agricultural class societies generally requires a 
switch from matrilinearity and matrilocality (if they exist) to patri- 
linearity and patrilocality. In agricultural society it is the men who 
are the primary producers, and thus it is the continuity of the male 
laboring group that it is now most important to preserve. Disruption 
and loss of experience associated with men coming and going with 
marriage are inefficient, and further undesirable for the men's sense 
of solidarity (a factor that is important when they have almost total 
economic power—only 10 percent of agricultural societies are matri- 
local). Inheritance rules that require the quite substantial means of 
production (beasts of burden, plows, and so on) to stay in the work 
group from generation to generation rather than being transferred to 
sister’s sons who are in other work groups (as in matrilineal systems) 
are also more efficient in that they give the younger generation more 
of an incentive to take care of the tools and animals and more of an 
interest in their reproduction and growth than would be the case if 
they were continually passing out of the work group on the death of 
the fathers. The accumulated wealth in the means of production is 
considerably greater even in the peasant classes of most agricultural 
class societies than in advanced horticultural societies. Thus the 
question of inheritance is much more important. This further ensures 
that most agricultural class societies will not be matrilineal or matri- 
local. 

While much has traditionally been made (e.g., by Engels) of the 
male interest in guaranteeing paternity for the sake of inheritance of 
productive property as a primary force leading to the subordination 
of women, it is difficult to understand why society (or individual 
men) is not satisfied by the rule of the Napoleonic Code, “The 
husband of the mother is the father of the child." It would seem that 
the primary motive securing the sexual domination of women by men 
is rather the status (or ego) involved in having exclusive sexual 
access to women, and the pride in paternity that results. The means 
which makes this motive sexually asymmetrical is the almost exelu- 
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sive economic power of men, which is in turn a product of men's 
primary access to food getting and their ability to organize the 
domestic labor of women. 

In general, in class societies, especially in the higher classes 
until the period of monopoly capitalism, the position of women as 
qualitatively inferior to that of men was ensured by men having both 
the motive and the means to subordinate women. The male motive 
has been essentially economic (except in the wealthier classes)—the 
need to have domestic labor performed, but also (and especially in the 
upper classes) to have a servant, sexual object, soother of egos, 
scapegoat, object of status, source of emotional support, and so on. 
The male means of dominance has been their monopoly on either 
property in the means of production in the case of the wealthier 
classes, or access to the peasant plot, domesticated animals, or wage. 
It should be noted that in slave societies where both the men and the 
women worked in the fields more or less equally there was little 
difference in the position of the two sexes among the slaves, since 
male slaves did not have any more economic power than did female 
slaves. 

WOMEN’S POSITION IN THE CAPITALIST MODE 
OF PRODUCTION 

During the early period of capitalism, women predominantly 
performed the role of housewife/mother, whose contribution to the 
capitalist mode of production varied qualitatively by class. In the 
working class, even if women worked in a mill before they were 
married or if they were widowed or never married, almost all married 
women became full-time housewives, working perhaps 90-100 hours a 
week tending a garden, canning food, chopping wood, washing 
clothes, cleaning house, looking after the the children, making and 
mending clothes, cooking, washing up, providing emotional support 
to children and the working man, and so on. 

Working class women came to function primarily to reproduce 
the labor power of their husbands, who sold their labor power directly 
to capital, as well as to bring up another generation of male workers 
(and female wife-mothers). Her labor power was paid for by the 
capitalist. It was incorporated into the value of the labor power of 
her husband and sons. But it was paid for in the form of a wage paid 
to them, and not to her. There was nothing inherently more demean¬ 
ing. menial, or brutal about doing housework in comparison to work¬ 
ing 12 hours a day in the mills or mines as a manual laborer. 
However, the fact that the male got the family wage, and not the 


wife, gave the working-class man a position of power over the woman, 
a position that was used to secure a degree of subordination. 

Women s traditional specialization in spinning and weaving 
brought unmarried (mostly young) women into what was the cutting 
edge of capitalism in the last part of the eighteenth and first half of 
the nineteenth centuries, the textile industry (and later into garment 
making as well). Women (and children) were also preferred as the 
first recruits for the factory system because of their lack of protective 
craft traditions (which defined what workers should and should not 
do, and under what conditions) as well as because of their greater 
docility (socially conditioned in the traditional patriarchal family). 
These factors together meant that the labor process in textiles and 
garments could be relatively easily reorganized (deskilled and organ¬ 
ized under close management supervision). The assignment of daugh¬ 
ters to temporary industrial employment was facilitated by the 
undermining of the economic position of family farmers who as 
capitalism developed became increasingly impoverished, and conse¬ 
quently sent their daughters into industry to supplement the family 
income in an attempt to avoid bankruptcy. 

But, with the exceptions of the textile and garment industries, 
men were the overwhelming source of the new proletarians (both 
skilled and unskilled). Men, who had developed and carried on the 
traditional artisan trades such as blacksmith or cooper, were the 
natural recruits for most factories. Except in the new textile and 
garment industries, most industrial factories at first merely trans¬ 
formed the organization of the traditional trades (bringing them 
together under one roof) rather than transformed or reorganized the 
actual work process. 

The geographical separation of the factory from housing areas 
combined with the industrial discipline of the machine reduced the 
flexibility of the labor process to a minimum. Women's inherent 
capacities for giving birth and breast-feeding (for, on the average, two 
years) thus inhibited a mother’s participation in industrial labor, as 
much as in hunting and gathering society it had inhibited women 
from engaging in the hunt of large animals. Thus, until quite 
recently, female wage labor was largety limited to unmarried women 
(mostly without child-care responsibilities.) 

The greater constancy of male labor (which would not be inter¬ 
rupted by childbirth and periodic child-care crises) was especially 
important in the skilled trades, where the capitalists invested con¬ 
siderable training expenses in the wmrker and where day-to-day 
continuity in task performance is especially important. Constancy of 
employment is less of a consideration in unskilled labor, where 


STRUCTURES OF PATRIARCHY AND CLASS / 519 


518 / CLASS STRUCTURE 

neither frequent absences from the production process nor entering 
and leaving the labor force makes much difference to work perform¬ 
ance But in textiles, and eventually in sales and simple clerical work, 
a mother’s traditional differential incompatibility has had such slight 
effect as to have eventually been overridden by other considerations. 

In early capitalism, capitalist class women were qualitatively 
better off in material terms—they had servants and nursemaids to do 
the housework and child care, i.e.. working class women performed 
these functions in the capitalist class family. These women were 
largely excluded from economic functions. They were restricted to 
performing social functions (not at all an irrelevant activity for 
maintaining capitalist class solidarity) such as organizing capitalist 
class social life and conspicuous consumption. But, such women 
traditionally (e.g., before women had the right to own or inherit 
property) were dearly subordinate to their men. 

Conditions in the classical petty bourgeois family were much like 
those in the capitalist class family (only at a substantially lower 
standard of living). Such families through the end of the nineteenth 
century typically had a live-in servant who did the bulk of the 
housework and much of the child care, largely releasing the petty- 
bourgeois woman for social and leisure activities, or in the case of 
shopkeepers and farmers, to assist the husband in the small family 
business. 

In the course of the mid- and late-nineteenth century, upper and 
middle class women came to acquire most of the legal rights (other 
than the vote) that their husbands had. Women were granted the 
right to own and inherit property, barriers to their admission into 
professional schools (such as law and medicine) came down, and so 
on. Even before the franchise, these two classes of women were 
largely granted formally equal status and equality of opportunity 
with the men of their class (they were allowed to more fully share in 
their class’s privileges). But such rights as the right to inherit prop¬ 
erty or the opening of professional schools meant nothing to working 
class women whose relatives had no property and who had neither 
the educational background nor money to attend professional schools. 
Women of the capitalist class who were now able to own property on 
their own utilized these rights (realized through the inheritance of 
father’s fortunes as well as the possibility of large alimony settle¬ 
ments) to in good part equalize their economic power with the men of 
their class, even while they continued to be excluded from most 
managerial positions. 

As the traditional petty bourgeoisie went bankrupt, and family 
businesses in which the women worked were replaced by the salaried 
professions and administration as the primary economic basis of the 


middle class, petty bourgeois women found themselves without a 
direct relationships to the economy. At the same time the cost of 
servants and housing went up, most middle class women could no 
longer afford to hire a live-in servant to do the bulk of the house¬ 
work/child care (this was especially oppressive because of the “high” 
petty bourgeois standards of housework and child care), unless they 
themselves worked. Both the number of children going to college and 
the costs of higher education increased, further putting pressure on 
petty bourgeois women to work. A bit later both the divorce rate and 
the prevalence of single professional women increased. The increasing 
need for a second (or an independent) income in this class provided 
the pressure to bring down the barriers to petty bourgeois careers. 
Women thus increasingly entered the professions. It should be noted 
that petty bourgeois women’s entry into salaried work followed that 
of working class women's entry into wage labor. 

The course of the twentieth century, especially the post-1950 
period, saw the radical transformation of the position of working 
class women. As the socially necessary labor time to reproduce the 
labor power of husbands and children radically decreased, married 
working class women for the first time became available for wage 
labor outside the home. At the same time the demand of the corpora¬ 
tions for more cheap and docile white-collar and service workers 
greatly increased. Wives/mothers were pulled out of the home and 
into the offices and salesrooms. 


Working Class Women's Increasing Centrality to Capitalist 
Production 


The percentage of the U.S. labor force that is female has been 
constantly rising since at least 1890 (see Table 12.2). In 1978 42 
percent of the labor force was female. 

In the period 1950-68, while the total labor force increased by 38 
million workers, the female labor force alone increased by 24 million. 
In this period 62 percent of the expansion in the labor force was due 
to the entrance of women. (Married women alone accounted for 44 
percent of the entire increase in the labor force in the 1950 to 1. 
period.) There has been no tendency for the relative female/mak 
contribution to the expansion of the labor force to decline over the 
quarter century since 1950. If recent trends continue, we can expect 
that women will represent close to one half of the labor force around 

the year 2000. , . 

While the labor force participation rate of women has been 
continuously rising (from 18.2 percent of all working-age women in 
1890 to 49.3 percent in 1978), the labor force participation rate of 
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working-age men, at least in the post-World War II period, has been 
declining. It stood at 86.8 percent in 1950 and at 77.2 percent in 1978. 
In the former year the labor force participation rate of women was 
only 88 percent that of men, but by 1978 it had grown to 64 percent 
(see 1 able 12.2). Again, if current trends continue (and there is no 
tendency for them to slow down over time), the labor force participa¬ 
tion rates of the two sexes should approach equality not too much 
after the year 2000. 

I raditionally most women in the labor force were women with¬ 
out husbands. In 1890 only 14 percent of all women in the labor force 
were married and living with their husbands (mostly married to the 
disabled, the incapacitated, or to men earning only marginal incomes). 
As late as 1940 only 30 percent of working women were married and 
living with their husbands. This pattern has changed drastically over 
the course of the twentieth century with the freeing of women from 
housework and their rapid entry into the labor force. In 1978 56 
percent of working women were married and living with their hus¬ 
bands (see Table 12.3). 

It has been married women freed from the requirements of house¬ 
work by the mechanization and socialization of housework and by 
the reduction in the socially necessary time for child care who have 
accounted for most of the increase in the women’s labor force partic¬ 
ipation rate. Especially rapid has been the rise in the labor force 
participation of mothers, both those with very young children (aged 
0-6) and those with youngsters (aged 6-17) (see Table 12.4). While the 
labor force participation rates of married women rose from 24.8 
percent to 48.1 percent from 1950 to 1978, those for women with 
children aged 6-17 rose from 28.3 percent to 57.2 percent and those 
for women with children aged 0-6 increased from 11.9 percent to 41.6 


TABLE 12.3: Marital Status of Women in the Labor Force 



Married 


Widowed, 



Husband 

Never 

Separated , 



Present 

Married 

or Divorced 

Total 

1890 

13.9% 

68.2% 

17,9% 

100% 

1940 

30.3 

48.5 

21.2 

100 

1950 

48.0 

31.6 

20,4 

too 

1960 

54.4 

24.0 

21.6 

100 

1970 

58.8 

22.3 

18,9 

100 

1970 

55.6 

24.9 

19,4 

100 


Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce 1975b, p. 133; U.S. Bureau of the 
Census 1980, p. 48. 
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percent. The labor force participation rate of mothers with children 
aged 6-17 is greater than that of women without children under 18, 
while that of women with children under 6 is now almost 90 percent 
that of all married women (see Table 12.4). These latter facts point 
to two things: first, the reduction of the socially necessary labor time 
required for child care, together with its gradually increasing sociali¬ 
zation; and second, the need for women with young children to work 
in order to help support their families. The fact that mothers have a 
higher rate of labor force participation than non mothers speaks at 
least in part to the motive driving women into the labor force- 
economic necessity. 

Working class women's labor is increasingly central to the 
economy. Their contribution can in no way be considered either 
marginal or cyclical. They cannot be considered primarily a “reserve 
of labor,” in good part entering the labor force in times of labor 
shortage and leaving in a time of surplus. In the 1947-74 period there 
was no significant correlation between the female labor force partici¬ 
pation rate and the annual rate of economic growth. Further, in the 
1947-74 period there was no significant difference in the average 
annual change in the female and male unemployment rates. In this 
period there was a -0.14 correlation (2 percent of the variance ex¬ 
plained) between the female unemployment rate and the annual rate 
of economic growth, while there was a -0.28 correlation (8 percent of 
the variance explained) between the male unemployment rate and the 
annual rate of economic growth. Male unemployment varies more 



Married mothers with husband present. 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce 1980. pp 400-1; U S. Bureau of the 
Census 1980, p. 49. 
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than female with the economic cycle. While there was no correlation 
between the percentage of women actually working in a given year 
and the annual rate of growth, there was a slight positive correlation 
for men (0.09 or 1 percent of the variation explained) (see Szymanski 
1976a, pp. 40-42). There is, in fact, no tendency for women to enter 
the labor force in times of labor shortage and leave in times of 
surplus. If anything, in times of extreme crisis such as the 1930s, 
women are more likely to work outside of the home (in order to 
compensate for their husband’s or father’s loss of work). 

Women’s work, although it tends to be somewhat more seasonal 
than men’s as well as more part time does not differ qualitatively in 
these respects from men’s. Since 1960 about 67 percent of employed 
women (compared with about 87 percent of employed men) have 
worked full time (rather than part time) (see Table 12.5). In 1977 
about 53 percent of employed women were employed the year around 
(50-52 weeks) as compared to 69 percent of men. The ratio of the 
percentage of employed women to the percentage of employed men 
who worked the year around has increased from 0.66 in 1950 to 0.77 
in 1977, indicating the declining seasonal nature of women's work. In 
1977 42.1 percent of employed women worked full time, the year 
around compared to 64.7 percent of employed men. The ratio of the 
percentage of employed women to employed men who worked the full 
day the year around rose from 0,56 in 1950 to 0.65 in 1977, again 
indicating the increased centrality of women’s labor to the capitalist 
economy (see Table 12.5). 

It should also be noted that in 1973 42.2 percent of employed 
married women (with husband present) worked at full-time jobs the 
year around as compared to 33.1 percent of the never married and 
52.1 percent of the ex-married. Further, only 31.1 percent of emp oy 
married women (with husband present) compared to 40.8 percent ol 
never married and 23.4 percent of the ex-married had part-time jobs 

(U.S. Department of Labor 1975b, pp. 54). 

Studies of differential labor turnover rates have shown that 
labor turnover is more influenced by the skill level oi the job. e g 
of the worker, and the worker’s length of service with the emp 
than by the sex of the worker. A 1968 study of qu.t rates found that 
women were only slightly more likely than men t ~ 75 . 

percent versus 2.2 percent) (U.S. Department of Labor 969 pp. £ 
77) Another study showed that men tended to change 
ion Tore frequently than did women. But the ^ ‘enurea 
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women dropping out of the labor force for a few years at childbirth, 
and in part it is a result of women having less seniority (a product of 
their more recent entry into the labor force). The small differential 
for those between aged 25 and 34, compared to that for older cohorts, 
suggests that the younger generation of women (including those in 
their prime childbearing and rearing years) are now maintaining 
more continuity in their employment than in the past. All the evi¬ 
dence points in the same direction. Women have been integrated into 
the wage labor force as central participants. 

The majority of alt married working women are from the manual¬ 
working class. In 1978 53 percent had husbands who were industrial, 
farm, blue-collar or service workers and 34 percent had husbands 
who were professionals, managers, officials, or proprietors (see Table 
12.6). It can be seen that professional and managerial women are 
from predominantly petty-bourgeois families (as defined by husband’s 
occupation). Approximately 69 percent of married women in manual 
working class jobs have husbands who are also in manual working 
class jobs. Husbands’ and wives’ occupations are relatively highly 
correlated, both in the manual working class and in the petty 
bourgeoisie. If the wife has a petty-bourgeois position the chances are 
very good that the husband has one too. If the wife has a manual job, 
the chances are very good that her husband does as well. It is 
legitimate to speak of homogeneous manual working class and petty 
bourgeois families. 


TABLE 12.6: The Relation between Husband's and Wife’s 


Occupations When Both Are Employed, 1978 




Wife’s Occupation 


Husband’s 

Professional/ 

Sales / 

Manual Work- 

7978 

Occupation 

Managerial 

Clerical 

ing Ciass 

Total 

Professional/ 





Managerial 

55,7%(40.2%) 

34.1 %i 36.2% i 

20.7%(23.6%) 

34,2%( 100,0%i 

Clerical/ 





Sates 

13.2 (25.7%) 

15,0 {42.9%) 

10.2 (31.4%) 

12.7 1100.0%) 

Manual 





Working 

Class 

31.0 (13.6%) 

50.9 (35 + 3%i 

69.1 (51.1%) 

53.1 (100.0%) 

Total 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 

100.0 


Note: Numbers in parentheses are percentage across: numbers not in paren¬ 
theses are percentage^ down. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census. 1980a. p. 66 
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It should also be noted {see Table 12.6) that one-half of all 
married clerical and sales women have husbands who are manual 
workers, This suggests that the so called “white-collar revolution" is 
not so much a change in the U.S. class structure as it is a case of 
married manual working class women entering the labor force as 
clerical and sales workers. The transformation of working class 
women from homemakers to white-collar workers must not then be 
taken as an indicator of any decreasing social and political importance 
of the manual working class in the United States. Such women 
remain as much a part of the working class as they ever were. 
Lower-level clerical and sales work is surely at least as much of a 
source of working class consciousness as the tedium and isolation of 
housework. 

It can also be seen from Table 12.6 that when women’s occupa¬ 
tions differ from men’s, the wife’s position is usually the lower 
status position. Of all the employed wives of professional and man¬ 
agerial husbands 24 percent are in manual jobs, 34 percent are in 
clerical and sales, and 40 percent are professional or managerial. Of 
all the employed wives of manual working class men 51 percent are 
in manual jobs and only 14 percent in professional and managerial 
positions, while 35 percent are in clerical and sales. This last figure 
once again underlines the class nature of most clerical and sales 
positions for women. 


Women and Wage Work 

The corporations have a strong motive to reproduce patriarchal 
relations. The sexual division of labor within industry results in 
enormous profits that would not otherwise be realized by capital. 
Women tend to be put into the more monotonous and lowest-paying 
jobs. The use of women allows capitalism to get these tasks done 
with a minimum amount of resistance, and at a lower rate of pay, 
than most men would easily accept. 

Capital tends to prefer women for certain occupations and men 
for others. Women are preferred for clerical, sales, and service work, 

t v. i 7 !f" ar . e favore ^ for most industrial and managerial work (see 
table 12.7). As can be seen from Table 12 . 7 , in spite of the fact that 
the Percentage of the labor force that is female has more than doubled 
since L JO. women are still only a small percentage of craftsworkers 
811 1 ^ urt ^ er > they are a smaller portion of operatives than 

m ■ hey are also only a little less likely than they ever were to 
Se . rv ' ce w ° r kers. The most significant change over the 78-year 
perio as been in clerical and sales work. These occupations were 


traditionally male. It was not until the 1940s that women came to 
predominate in them. By 1978, 70.6 percent of clerical and sales 
workers were female, up from 66.4 percent in 1970. 

The proportion of all professionals who were women in 1978 was 
virtually the same as in 1940, although it is up somewhat from 1970 
(it was 38.6 percent in 1970 and 42.7 percent in 1978). Women have 
increased their share of managerial jobs to almost one-fourth of the 
total, up from 16 percent in 1970 and 11 percent in 1940. This 
together with the increasing sex concentration of both clerical and 
sales (more female) is the most significant trend of the 1970s. 

Since the 1930s the overwhelming bulk of employed women have 
been in either the services or in clerical and sales—58 percent in 
1940, 63 percent in 1970, and 62 percent in 1978. Thus not only are 
women dominant in these occupations, but most women who are 
employed are concentrated there. In 1978 41.5 percent of employed 
women were in clerical and sales (up from 8.2 percent in 1900 and 
28.8 percent in 1940). It is clear that corporate capitalism’s rapid 
expansion of its clerical and sales sector has resulted in the greatest 
bulk of ex-housewives entering these occupations. The percentage of 
all employed women who are factory workers (or other operatives) 
has steady declined from 23.8 percent (the second largest category) in 
1900 to 11.8 percent in 1978. The percentage of women who are 
craftsworkers is less than 2 percent, only slightly higher than in 
1900. The percentage of all women who are professionals has 
increased slightly, but steadily, over time, from 8.1 percent in 1900 to 
15.6 percent in 1978, while the percentage who are managers in¬ 
creased slowly from 1900 to 1940, then increased significantly during 
the 1970s (see Table 12.8). The only two significant trends of the 
1970s have been the growth of the percentage of employed women in 

TABLE 12.7: The Percentage of Each Occupation That is 

Femal e (All employed workers) _ 

1900 1940 1970 1978 


Professionals 35.2% 

Managers 4,4 

Clerical and sales 20.1 

Craftsworkers 2.5 

Operatives 34.0 

Laborers (nonfarm) 3.8 

Service 71.8 

Total economy 18.3 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce 1975b. pp. 139-40; I960, p. 415; U.S 
Bureau of the Census 1980a. pp. 63-64, 


41.5% 

11,0 

43.0 

2.2 

25.0 

2.7 

61.0 

24.3 


38.6% 

15.9 
66.4 

3.3 

30.9 
3.7 

662 

37.7 


42,7% 

23.4 

70.6 
5.6 

31,8 

10.4 

62.6 
41.2 
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professional and managerial jobs (19.0 percent in 1970 to 21,7 percent 
in 1978) and the decline in the percentage of employed women in 
factory work. The most important fact of the 1970s is the unchanged 
position of women in their post-World War II occupations of concen¬ 
tration-clerical and sales and service. 

Women are heavily concentrated in just a few specific occupa¬ 
tions. In 1978, 38 percent of all employed women were either secre¬ 
taries/typists (12.0 percent of the total); food service workers (76 
percent); primary or secondary school teachers (5.5 percent); health 
service workers (excluding nurses) (4.3 percent); bookkeepers (4 3 
percent): or retail sales clerks (4.3 percent). The most female occupa¬ 
tions among professionals and managerial include nurses, dietitians 
and therapists (where the female/male ratio in 1978 was 13 ])• 
librarians (4.3); primary and secondary school teachers (2.5); and 
office managers (1.9), It is clear that women are concentrated in the 
lower levels of professional/managerial jobs. Most traditionally female 
professions became more so over the course of the 1970s (e.g 
nursing, health technology, social work, primary and secondary school 
teaching). But during this decade women made significant inroads 
into a number of traditionally male professions. Among lawyers and 
judges the ratio rose from 0.04 to 0.10, among physicians and dentists 
from 0.10 to 0.12, among natural scientists from 0,11 to 0.22, among 
university and college professors from 0.39 to 0.51, among social 
scientists from 0.2/ to 0.51, and among computer specialists from 
0.20 to 0.30 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1980a, pp. 63, 64). Further, 
the number of doctoral degrees issued to women in the health profes¬ 
sions rose from 0.16 of those granted to men in 1970 to 0.32 in 1977. 
i he ratio of bachelor’s degrees in business and management increased 


TABLE 12.8: The Female Occupational Structure 
_(all employed workers) 



1900 

1940 

1970 

1978 

Professionals 

Managers 

Clerical and sales 
Service 
Craftsworkers 
Operatives 

Nonfarm Laborers 
Farm Workers 

Total 

8.1% 

1.4 

8,2 

35.5 

1.4 

23,8 

2,6 

19,0 

100,0 

12,8% 

3,2 

28,8 

29.4 

1.1 

19.5 

12 

4,0 

100,0 

14.5% 

4.5 

41.5 

21.7 

1.2 

14.5 

0.5 

1.8 

100.0 

15.6% 

6.1 

41.5 

20.7 
1.3 

11.8 
1.3 
1.3 

100.0 


Sources U.S. Department of Commerce 1975b, p. 140:1980, p. 415. 


from 0.09 to 0.23, the ratio of doctoral degrees in biological sciences 
from 0.14 to 0.21, in the physical sciences from 0.05 to 0.10 and the 
social sciences from 0.13 to 0.22 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1980a, p. 
39). It should be noted that the relative improvement of women's 
position in these professions is a reversal of the general post-World 
War II trend that lasted through the 1960s of a declining female/male 
ratio, or, at best constancy, in these occupations (Deckard 1975, pp. 
318,319). 

Among the clerical and sales occupations the most female include 
secretaries/typists (where the female/male ratio in 1978 was 62.9); 
receptionists (31.7); telephone operators (15.4); teacher aides (11.7); 
bank tellers (10.8); bookkeepers (9.7); and cashiers (6.8). It should be 
noted that all these white-collar occupations became more female 
over the course of the 1970s, except telephone work (which became 
significantly more male) and reception (which showed no change). 

In industrial and service work the most female occupations in¬ 
clude packers and wrappers (where the female/male ratio in 1978 
was 1.7); sewers and stitchers (18.0); textile operatives (1.5); food 
service workers (2.2); health service workers (8.9): and personal ser¬ 
vice workers (3.0). It should be noted that health service work, 
sewing, and packing and wrapping became more female over the 
course of the 1970s. At the same time, women made little or no 
inroads into most traditionally male, skilled manual jobs. The ratio 
of women to men in the construction trades stayed constant at 0.01, 
while that for the metal trades rose from 0.02 to 0.03 (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census 1980a, pp. 63-64). 

The most significant trend of the 1970s is the general increase in 
the size of the traditionally female occupations, where the bulk of 
working women are concentrated to at least as great an extent as 
ever. A secondary trend is the entry of middle class women into 
professional and administrative positions that had traditionally been 
male. It should be noted, however, that the number of women in this 
latter category is very small. For example, only 1.3 percent of all 
employed women in 1978 were in computer programming, engineer¬ 
ing, law, natural science, social science, or university/college teaching 
(all occupations in which professional women significantly improved 
the sex ratio in the 1970s). The great bulk of employed women 
continue to be concentrated in the traditional female occupations ol 
service, clerical and sales, and a few factory occupations, such as 
textiles, garments and packing as well as semi-professional positions 

The ratio of female to male earnings has stayed pretty much 
constant from the late 1930s to the late 1970s at around 59 percent of 
male income (for full-time, year-round employees only) (see Table 
12.9). These overall trends obscure some important countermove- 
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ments in different occupational categories. Professional women exper¬ 
ienced a slow but steady increase in their earnings level in relation to 
men between 1939 and 1977 (from 0.61 to 0.66 of men); while clerical 
women experienced a significant deterioration (from 0.69 to 0.62); 
operatives experienced a slight decline (from 0.63 to 0.58 that of men 
between 1959 and 1977). In summary, middle class women have 
improved their relative position in relation to working class women. 
Of all categories of occupations, the earnings differential between 
men and women is the least for professional women and the greatest 
for women in sales (see Table 12.9). 

Most of the income differential between the two sexes is due to 
the fact that women are concentrated in lower paid occupations, 
rather than because women get paid less for comparable work. The 
sex typing of specific occupations as female is thus seen to be the 
primary reason for pay differentials between men and women. For 
example, in 1970 in the professions the female/male ratio for social 
^workers was 0.81; for elementary teachers 0.81; for secondary school 
teachers 0.79. In clerical and sales occupations the ratio was 0.84 for 
bank tellers and 0.84 for cashiers. In manual occupations the ratio 
was 0,70 for packers and wrappers; 0.78 for textile operatives; and 
0,68 for garments workers (Stellman 1977, pp. 63, 64). Undoubtedly 
most of the remaining differentia] is accounted for by men being in 
the higher paid more skilled positions or having more seniority than 
women within each of these occupations. Although some of the 
differential is attributable to unequal pay for equal work, it is dear 
that either women are differentially recruited into low-wage occupa¬ 
tions or occupations that require female laborers become low paying 
(or both). 

Among the principal factors that account for the systematic (and 
persistent) differential in pay between men’s and women’s occupa- 


TABLE 12.9: The Ratio of Female to Male Median Wage or 
Salary Income (Year-round, full-time workers) 



1939 

1959 

1970 

1977 

Professionals 

0.61 

0.64 

0.64 

0.66 

Managers 

0.54 

0.57 

0.55 

0.54 

Clerical 

0.69 

0.68 

0.64 

0.62 

Sales 

0.51 

0.42 

0.43 

0.42 

Operatives 

0.59 

0.63 

0.58 

0.58 

Service 

0.60 

0.56 

0.56 

0.61 

Total 

0.60 

0.61 

0.59 

0.59 


Sources : U.S. Bureau of the Census 1969, pp, 86, 88; and 1980a. p. 76 


tions are: the fact that women do not receive the same quality of 
education and training for high-paying jobs (new middle class or 
manufacturing jobs in the primary sector) that men receive; and the 
fact that women much more than men interrupt their careers to have 
children, and, thus, fail to accumulate sufficient continuous job exper¬ 
ience and on-the-job training, necessary for the higher paying occupa¬ 
tions. These factors mean that the logic of profit maximization makes 
it more rational for capital to employ men in those primary labor 
market and high level internal labor market positions that require 
both significant investment in human capital and seniority. Those 
capitalists who employ women at the same rate of pay in the better 
jobs would lose money and suffer the consequences of the market 
(i.e., “sexism” of employers is not a matter of attitudes or conscious¬ 
ness). Other important factors include: the reproduction of feminine 
maternal and passive oriented culture that makes women less 
amenable to union organization and more willing to do an acceptable 
job for a lower rate of pay than men would; and the fact that most 
women can (and often do), again because of the reproduction of 
patriarchal ideology, work for less than the value of their labor 
power (i.e., what it takes to sustain themselves) because part of the 
costs of the reproduction of their labor power is normally borne 
either by their husbands, if married, or by their parents if they are 
single. (Because women’s wages are generally set on this basis, 
unmarried working class women living alone are typically reduced to 


poverty.) 

The traditional patriarchal ideal (reproduced within the family 
as well as reinforced outside of it for its own reasons by capital) 
maintains the notion that women will marry and withdraw for a 
part of their work life from the labor force. Therefore, most working 
class and lower middle class parents invest less in the education of 
their daughters than their sons (even when both get the same 
quantity of schooling, sons typically acquire a better quality education 
as well as higher aspirations) (see Brown 1977, p. 148; Lloyd and 

Niemi 1979, p. 140). r . 

The fact that women, in fact, much more often interrupt their 
careers for the sake of their family, means both that, given limited 
resources it is less rational (from the point of view of maximizing 
family wages) for a husband-wife couple to invest in her job training 
than in his; and it is less rational (from the point of view of capital) 
to invest in on-the-job training for a woman than for a man (when 
each has identical characteristics other than their sex). Given bo 
the lesser probability of receiving appropriate^ prejob or on-the-job 
training as well as the significantly greater probability that 
not stay continuously employed, women disproportionately ente 


f 
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these occupations in the “secondary" sector that require neither long¬ 
term continuous employment nor significant amounts of on-the-job 
training. Women tend to enter those secondary sector jobs that tend 
to have significantly lower rates of pay than the primary sector jobs 
that require continuous employment and in which on-the-job training 
is required (and which maximize possibilities of promotion through 
internal labor markets). Maximizing profits { the bottom line in cap¬ 
italist enterprise) structurally forces capitalists (male or female, 
regardless of their personal attitudes) to prefer men over women at 
the same rates of pay for any jobs that require extensive on-the-job 
training (i.e.. most higher paying jobs). Leaving the labor force during 
the years when women workers most often drop out of the labor 
force to have children (ages 25-35) has an especially detrimental 
effect on women’s wages. First, capital is especially reluctant to hire 
a 22-year-old college graduate and give her two to three years of on- 
the-job training when the probability is very high that she will 
shortly become a mother. Second, the ages 25-35 are especially vital 
for establishing oneself in a successful career (e,g., professors get 
tenure, lawyers become partners in good law firms, managers make 
it into the “fast track,” blue-collar workers secure the seniority they 
need to gain promotions and further training requisite to the better 
manual jobs, and so forth during these years—see Brown 1977, pp. 
156-57: Lloyd and Niemi 1979, pp. 136,156-57, 169, 184-85, 188, 228). 

The fact that most women continue to interrupt their work 
careers for childbirth is probably the principal reason that the pay 
differential between women and men has been virtually constant for 
so long (showing no significant tendency to rise in spite of major 
changes in the education level and average number of years in the 
labor force as well as changes in women’s and men’s consciousness 
about sex roles). It continues to be as rational as ever for the profit- 
maximizing corporations to prefer those with a significantly greater 
probability of continuous employment {i.e., men), over those with a 
high probability of a number of major discontinuities in their work 
career (i.e., women), for those high paid primary sector and internal 
labor market positions that require extensive on-the-job training and 
involve a continuous accumulation of experience and continuity of 
performance. Although women are now in the labor force for many 
more years than in the last generation, the continuance of the pattern 
of almost certain career interruptions means that capital finds it as 
profitable as always to continue to employ them in the industries and 
occupations where on-the-job training and continuity are less impor¬ 
tant (i.e., in the lower paid secondary sector and entry positions in 
internal labor market). 

Working class women have been rapidly drawn into wage labor 
in the post-World War II period because of: the corporations’ radically 


increased need for cheap and relatively docile white-collar (clerical 
and sales) labor, the radical reduction in the socially necessary labor 
time necessary to reproduce male labor power in the home (due to 
the mechanization of housework, the increasing production of goods 
formerly produced by women in the home as commodities outside of 
the home, and the significant reduction in the number of years 
devoted to childbearing and rearing); and the increasing difficulty of 
meeting the socially defined minimum living standard with just one 
wage (in part because children, rather than bringing in supplemental 
income from the beginning of their teens, are increasingly a major 
financial burden until they complete college, or at least high school). 

Women are preferred in the rapidly expanding white-collar sector 
(as well as in most other highly female occupations) because: their 
socialization in the patriarchal family tends to make them more 
docile workers and tends to orient them to the role of “housewife/ 
mother” even while they are working full time (thus making them 
more amenable to manipulation and less likely to organize). 

Women’s greater docility and noncareer orientation has made 
them especially useful in occupations that are being “deskilled” and 
subject to qualitatively greater management control. In good part 
their introduction to office work was a result of the process of the 
evolution of managerial (male) and clerical work (female) occupations 
out of the traditional eighteenth and nineteenth century male head 
clerks and accountants. The mechanization and reorganization of 
office work was made far easier by bringing in young women than it 
would have been had the men who had traditionally been the highly 
skilled clerks been forcibly reduced to the new office proletariat. 
Native-born women were, of course, preferable to the new working 
class of European immigrants (female or male) who were flooding 
into manual jobs at the same time as the office proletariat was 
created because they were literate in English (a requisite of office 
labor, but not of physical labor). 

Taking advantage of the artificial personality distinctions be¬ 
tween the sexes that had been generated by earlier forms of class 
society, the corporations generally channeled the two sexes into types 
of jobs for which these socially created character differences were 
functional in maximizing worker productivity. Not only do the corpo¬ 
rations take advantage of preexisting character differences between 
the sexes, but they have also reproduced and intensified them through 
the structures of job training programs, promotional policies, and the 
very nature of the work processes that they have institutionalized.* 


•See Bardwick and Dower (1971) for an elaboration of this argument. 
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Tt is essential to distinguish between “masculine" and “feminine” 
as character traits that are socially conditioned, and “male" and 
"female" as purely biological characteristics * Many men have fem¬ 
inine character traits and many women have masculine character 
traits There is no socially significant innate, a priori, or biological 
association of masculine traits with men or feminine traits with 
women The association is purely historical and socially determined, 
Precapitalist societies found it efficient to socialize feminine traits 
into women and masculine traits into men. 

The feminine traits of docility, meekness, compliance, and sub¬ 
ordination have been especially desirable in those types of jobs for 
which the corporations traditionally preferred women, while the 
masculine traits of strength, virility, risk taking, and independence 
are most desirable in those types of jobs for which the corporations 
have traditionally preferred men (Bardwick and Dower 1971). 

The socially conditioned docility, compliance, and subordination 
of women have been especially preferred in the tasks that are the 
nervous system of industrial capitalism. The file clerks, typists, 
secretaries, and so on of the corporations traditionally have had 
access to the information possessed by the firms and often interact 
on a personal level with corporate executives and their customers. 
These occupations as well as most sales jobs require loyalty from 
employees and special subordination to management and customers. 

In contrast, in a great number of manual jobs in which men 
specialize, strength, virility, risk taking, and independence are espe¬ 
cially desirable traits. Such jobs include the police, construction, steel 
work, lumber work, and mining. It is of interest to note that males 
who are in jobs that require especially feminine characteristics {recep¬ 
tionists, secretaries, nurses, waiters, and so on) tend either to be 
recruited because of a tendency toward feminine traits, or to develop 
such traits because of the rewards and punishments inherent in such 
jobs. Rewards, opportunities for promotions, and salary increases will 
be in good part a function of how well feminine traits are demon¬ 
strated. The same is true of women in occupations that require 
masculine character traits. Either these occupations attract women 
whose character tends to be masculine, or else women come to 
develop such traits because of the structure of reinforcements on the 

job. , 

Because the corporations have needed a labor force that is ditter- 
entiated by character traits, they have a stake in perpetuating the 


*For one of the best analyses of character formation see W. Reich (1949). 
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masculine-feminine distinction, i.e., in encouraging docility and sub¬ 
ordination in women while encouraging virility in many categories of 
male workers. The on-the-job treatment of women clerical, sales, and 
service workers (as well as virtually all other types of women 
workers) as subordinant adjuncts to male management and customers 
generates and reproduces patriarchal structures. 

The value of feminine traits in women workers and masculine 
traits in men workers was more characteristic of earlier than of 
contemporary capitalism. When physical strength and risk are more 
important, masculinity is more profitable among workers assigned to 
such tasks. When relationships with secretaries and servants are 
close and personal, femininity is more valued (and profitable). But as 
automation progresses, as physical strength and risk become less 
central to manual labor, and as serving, smiling, and other forms of 
docility become less important in office work, selling, and the services 
(with the socialization, automation, division of labor, and deperson¬ 
alization that is occurring in these occupations) masculinity and 
feminity are of less importance. The nature of most jobs is being 
"desexed" as well as "deskilled” as automation, socialization, and the 
division of labor proceed. Thus, while as important in many job 
categories as ever (e.g., police, structural iron workers, lumberjacks 
as well as receptionists, personal secretaries, and waitresses), sex 
typing of occupations is of less inherent value than before in most 
basic factory and general office work positions. As the nature of both 
types of work converges to essentially tending machines requiring 
little physical exertion or creative abilities, it now makes little differ¬ 
ence whether masculine, feminine, or neuter personalities are emp oy- 

ed in most occupations. ^ . 

Nevertheless, there are still considerable advantages to keeping 
some categories of jobs defined as “women’s work” and others as 
“men’s work.” When men (at least ethnic majority men) and women 
are mixed more or less indiscriminately in a given specific occupation 
(as rather rarelv occurs in the working class), there is con*i era e 
pressure for the average wage to be higher than if the occupation 
were subdivided into two suboccupations one female and the o 
male, this because men would press for the traditional famdy wage 
and it would be difficult to pay men and not women doing exa 
.dentical work a significantly higher wage. It is m^ hf jas,ertopa> 
women less for work that can be defined as essentia ly d erent 
men’s with the men’s work defined as superior or more skilled. 

It might perhaps also be the case that the need for capitalism to 
reproduce sexist ideology in order to legitimate tort t ^ 

of the patriarchal family and patriarchal job st . co 

because of its military and consumption fum. i 
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rations to follow hiring policies that are not always economically 
rational in every specific case, just as the slave lords of the ante¬ 
bellum South did not always act to maximize their profits because of 
the logic of the master-slave relationship and the paternalistic and 
aristocratic ideology it generated, it might well be the case that the 
imperatives of the maintenance of sexist ideology result in not hiring 
women for certain categories of jobs where their employment in 
competition with men would result in the generat lowering of wages 
and consequently in an increased rate of profit fbut where, as a 
result, the credibility of sexist ideology would be undermined). There 
might well be a parallel here with the reluctance of slave lords to use 
slaves in industry, especially in skilled positions. The use of slaves 
for such labor, while economically profitable, tended to undermine 
the racist myths about the inherent stupidity and laziness of blacks, 
myths on which the vitally important master-slave relationship 
depended. 


THE PARALLEL BETWEEN RACISM AND SEXISM 

Unlike white chauvinism, male chauvinism does not appear to 
function to disorganize the working class, Male workers do not, as a 
result, loose economically from discrimination against women, as 
they do lose from discrimination against ethnic minorities {see Chap¬ 
ter II). 

There was no association between earnings discrimination 
against women and male median earnings for the 50 states of the 
United States in 1969. When urban areas only are examined, the 
basic correlation coefficient is -0.02 {less than I percent of the varia¬ 
tion explained) and when whites are examined, the correlation co¬ 
efficient is -0.08 (see Table 12.10). Earnings discrimination against 
women has no appreciable impact on the level of male earnings, one 
way or the other. 

When the relationship between earnings discrimination against 
women and the degree of earnings inequality among men is examined 
a positive relationship is found, i.e., the greater the discrimination 
against women, the more equal is the male earnings distribution. 
When urban areas only are examined a +0.68 correlation coefficient is 
found, {46 percent of the variation explained), and when whites only 
are examined, the correlation coefficient is +0.56 (31 percent of the 
variation explained) {see Table 12.10). When the effects of percentage 
urban, percentage in manufacturing, region, and percentage ethnic 
minority are controlled for, the basic correlation holds. This indicates 
that earnings discrimination against women does concentrate men in 


TABLE 12.10: Economic Discrimination against Women and Male Gain, 1969 
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'Personal Income per capita is not used as a control here because of Its close conceptual relation to mate median earnings. 
Note: Pearsonian correlation coefficients. 

Source; U,S. Bureau of the Census 197Dj; U.S. Department of Commerce t973, 



538 / CLASS STRUCTURE 

the better paying jobs in each state. Although men as. a whole do not 
gain by earning more because of economic discrimination against 
women, poorer paid male workers do gain some from having women 
displace them from the lower paid jobs, and thus, logically, the better 
paid workers, professionals, and managers must lose a bit from this 
discrimination (since overall men do not gain). It should also be noted 
that although men are everywhere concentrated in the better paying 
jobs because of economic discrimination against women, the median 
pay for these relatively better paying jobs must be less in those states 
where discrimination against women is the greatest (since the median 
pay of males does not vary with the level of earnings discrimination 

against women). 

When the relationship between the two measures of earnings 
discrimination and measure of the strength of the working class—the 
percentage of the nonagricultura! labor force in unions is examined, 
it is found that there is no relationship between the two factors. 
When urban areas only are examined the correlation coefficient is 
0.00, and when whites only are examined it is -0.18 (see Table 12.11). 
When the effects of percentage urban, personal income per capita, 
percentage in manufacturing, region, and percentage ethnic minority 
are controlled for there is no substantial difference in these correla¬ 
tions. Thus, male chauvinism can not be operating as a divisive force 
undermining the solidarity of the working class (as manifested in the 
relative proportion of the labor force in unions). 

Racism and sexism then are not analogous in their effect on 
white and male earnings and earnings distributions. Racism is signif¬ 
icantly more important than sexism as an instrument of a divide and 
rule strategy by capital. Racism and sexism do however tend to be 
functional substitutes for one another as alternative sources of menial 
laborers. White women are often used in place of minority men and 
women in a range of menial and low-paying jobs. I he correlation 
coefficient between black male/white male median earnings (a 
measure of racial discrimination) and urban female/urban male 
median earnings (a measure of sexual discrimination) in 1969 was for 
the 50 states of the United States -0.44 (19 percent of the variation 
explained). The correlation between the percentage of a states 
population that is minority and urban female/urban male median 
earnings was +0.49. 

When the indicator of sexual discrimination in the labor market 
is the ratio of white female to white male median earnings, the 
relationships observed are even stronger. In this case the correlation 
with black male/white male median earnings is -0.50, and the correla¬ 
tion with percentage ethnic minority is +0.67. 
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Note: Pearsonian correlation coefficients. Data are tor 50 states, 

Source ; U,S, Department of Labor 1969; U S. Bureau of the Census 1970); U.3. Department of Commerce 1973, 




TABLE 12.12: The Relation between Racial and Sexual Ec 
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Iliese relationships do not lose strength when personal income 
per capita, percentage of the labor force in manufacturing, region of 
the country, and percentage of the population that is urban are held 
constant (see Szymanski 1976b). These correlations indicate that 
where there are insufficient numbers of blacks and Ladinos or where 
economic discrimination against these groups is mitigated white 
wome^n are pressed into service to perform many of the same types of 
jobs that these people otherwise would perform. 

Although women and ethnic minorities do not complete with one 
another for the entire range of low-paying menial jobs, they do 
complete for a wide range of them—many categories of service work, 
tor example, are equally accessible to minority men and to white 
women as well as, of course, to minority women. The same is true of 
semiskilled and domestic labor. It has been estimated that substi¬ 
tutability in merely a to 15 percent of positions is sufficient to have 
such an effect (R. Blumberg 1978; p, 27). 

I he major occupation from which women are pretty much 
excluded is nonfarm labor, while the major occupations from which 
minority men are largely excluded are clerical and sales work. It 
seems, with these major exceptions, that when minority people are 
available for the menial jobs they are used for them, but when they 
are not. or when discrimination against them is mitigated, white 
women come to fill many of these same occupations. 


HOMEMAKING 

The early capitalist system perpetuated and further developed 
the division of labor in which the working class man worked outside 
the home, while the wife took care of virtually all other tasks neces¬ 
sary to keep him in reasonable shape to keep going to the factory, 
while at the same time bringing up another generation of workers 
(and wives of workers). Before the development of socialized and 
mechanized housework (sewing machines, washing machines, vacuum 
cleaners, dishwashers, prepared foods, store-bought clothes, refriger¬ 
ators, and especially central heating and hot and cold running water), 
and the development of scientific birth control and modern medicine 
(which have resulted in smaller numbers of children to take care of), 
the labor equivalent of one industrial worker was required for every 
two workers to keep the working class family functioning. 

Women’s continued specialization in these tasks was not so much 
due to men’s greater compatibility with factory work, as (similar to 
previous societies) with the continued greater compatibility of women 
with child care related tasks. Only women bore children, and it was 
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necessary that they bear large numbers of them because so many 
died before reaching adulthood. Moreover, modern birth control tech¬ 
niques were not available, and modern formula feeding and other 
technical aids to infant and child care had not yet been developed. All 
this, but above all the requirements of breast-feeding, meant that 
women, and not men. would continue to specialize in homemaking. 

Working class women are much more likely than middle class 
women both to identify with the homemaker rote and to assert that 
they tike housework. Ann Oakley found that 60 percent of the work¬ 
ing class women in her study in contrast to only 20 percent of the 
middle class women stated they liked homemaking. She also found 
that 75 percent of working class women tended to define themselves 
primarily as homemakers as compared with only 25 percent of middle 
class women (Oakley 1974, pp. 66, 72, 123). Although she found a 
high level of dissatisfaction with homemaking in all classes, there 
was an especially high level of dissatisfaction among women in higher 
class positions. She found that 62 percent of the women she studied 
w r ith low- status waged jobs and 100 percent of those women with 
high status jobs felt dissatisfied with homemaking. Another study 
found that about the same proportion of full-time homemakers in the 
middle and working class aspired to have a “career” and were satis¬ 
fied with homemaking—about 30 to 35 percent (Ferree-Marx 1980, p, 
106). It appears that when a working class woman is asked whether 
or not she “likes housework” she is probably comparing it with her 
paid job (and evaluates it positively), but when asked whether or not 
she is “dissatisfied,” answers in absolute, rather than relative terms, 
reflecting the inherent failure of homemaking to be rewarding. 

If homemaking is more oppressive than wage labor for the work - 
mg class it is not because it requires more hours (it does not), it is 
inherently more menial or degrading {it is not), it is less creative or 
more boring (it is not), or because women do not identify with the 
homemaking role {they do). It is rather because full-time homemaking 
makes women economically dependent on their husbands, who thus 
tend to become dominant because of the women’s tack of economic 
power, and because of its isolating nonsocialized nature, which cuts 
women off from other adults through most of the day (unlike wage 
labor, which puts people in relationships of solidarity and cooperation 
with others), 

The relative role of husband and wife in decision making in the 
family is in good part a function of the relative economic power of 
each partner. When the woman works full time outside of the home 
her political role is significantly enhanced. When she brings home an 
income of more or less the same size as the man's her position is 
enhanced further. When she brings home all or most of the income, 


she is normally dominant in decision making (see Kreps 1976, pp. 
107-8). Direct relationship to the means of production provides the 
basis for economic independence for women. It is the key resource in 
the decision-making process. 

The classical studies of the effects of which spouse brings home 
the wage on the relative position of husband and wife were done on 
families where the husband became chronically unemployed and 
consequently became reliant on his wife for economic support. These 
studies show a sharp deterioration in the power position of the man 
and a strong tendency for the wife to become the dominant partner 
(see, for example, Bakke 1940, sect. 2; Komarovsky 1940, chap. 2). 
Blood and Wolfe in their classic study of Detroit families found that 
in families where the wife worked the husband’s power was less 
than in those families where she did not. They further found that 
the less the husband worked the more power was exercised by the 
wife, and that the more years the wife had worked since marriage, 
the greater her power relative to her husband {I960, pp. 40*41). 

The effect of the proletarianization of women on their role in the 
family {largely effected through her independent source of income) is 
greatly inhibited by the fact that working wives typically make much 
less than their husband, thus perpetuating the wife’s economic 
dependency. Even though the ratio of earnings of women who work 
full time the year around stayed pretty much constant at around 0.59 
from the 1950s through the end of the 1970s, because an ever 
increasing percentage of women worked, the ratio of total female to 
male income rose from 0.19 in 1950 to 0.25 in 1970 and 0.28 in 1977 
(U.S. Department of Commerce 1980. p. 460). More important for the 
amount of potential economic power possessed by women, however, 
are: her earning potential if she were to work full time (here the 0.59 
figure is central), and the actual proportion of family income working 
wives bring to the household. In 1970 working wives accounted for 
26.7 percent of family income, and in 1977 26.1 percent. Wives who 
worked full time the year around brought in 38.6 percent of total 
family income in 1970 and 38.2 percent in 1977 (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census 1980a, p. 79). 

In the 1967 to 1975 period a divorced woman who did not remarry 
experienced an average decline in real income of 29 percent, while 
men who did not remarry experienced an average 19 percent decline. 
Because women traditionally provide the bulk of support for children 
after separation, the ratio of income to need declined 7 percent for 
women but increased by 30 percent for men (Vanek 1980, p. 286). 
The potential of dissolution of marriage (a very real possibility in late 
monopoly capitalism) exerts considerable force in favor of the contin¬ 
uation of male dominance within the family. Thus although women 
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are growing in economic power as they enter the labor force, the 
clear predominance of the man in bringing home the family income 
(combined with the probability that she would bear the greater bur¬ 
den of child care in the event of a breakup) leaves most wives in an 
economically dependent position. It is of interest to note that except 
in the very poorest and very richest families, the working wife's 
proportional contribution to family income is more or less a constant 
(women contribute somewhat more in the poorest families, men in 
the very richest). 

It is not necessary for a given wife to be actually working for the 
general proletarianization of women to have an effect on her. Many 
wives have worked for considerable lengths of time and are planning 
to go back to work again. These women, having had the experience 
of wage labor, and knowing that it is readily available again when 
they need it, can well have a relationship to their husbands more like 
that of working women. Further, the socially acceptable standards of 
what is proper in husband-and-wife relationships (who should make 
decisions, how much housework each should do, and so on) are in 
good measure established, with a cultural lag to be sure, by the 
typical experience of the families in a class. Thus the experience of 
working women is coming increasingly to influence the relationships 
between all men and women especially in the working class. 

The husband’s relative role in decision making varies by class. 
Petty-bourgeois husbands as a rule have greater decision making 
power in the family than do working class men (see Blood and Wolfe 
1960. p. 31; Vanfossen 1979, p. 309). This is primarily a result of the 
fact that in the pettv-bourgeoisie women are much less likely to work 
than in the working class (but also in its upper reaches, the fact that 
if she does work she tends to bring in a smaller portion of the family 
income). In sum, the relative economic power of non professional 
petty-bourgeois wives is less than for most working-class wives, The 
rather small minority of petty-bourgeois families in which the wife 
works full time at a professional job and brings home an income 
comparable to that of her husband are an exception to the general 
middle class pattern. It is in these families, perhaps above all others, 
that there is most likely fairly equal participation in decision making. 

The relatively greater power of middle class husbands compared 
to working class husbands is transmitted to the household division of 
labor. Although different studies have found different results about 
the distribution of household chores between the working class and 
the middle class, the bulk of evidence suggests that professional and 
managerial men do the least housework. Blood and Wolfe found that 
in their sample of Detroit families that the higher the husband's 
income, the greater the proportion of household tasks performed by 
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women <1960, p. 60). Ann Oakley found that high income middle 
class men “tend to be low on help with housework." Oakley also 
found working class men to rank low, and low income middle class 
men to rank high on contribution to housework (1974, pp. 137, 141). 
Studies on male contribution to child care tend to show that there is 
a slight tendency for middle class men to help out more than working 
class men in this area (Reid 1977, p. 154; Oakley 1974, p. 137). The 
low general participation of high-income middle-class men in house¬ 
work would seem to reflect both their greater economic power relative 
to their wives and the lesser probability of their wives’ working full 
time (and hence the greater time the wives have for household tasks). 
The petty-bourgeois husbands’ relatively greater participation in child 
care responsibilities might well indicate that some involvement with 
children is considered to be more a positive form of recreational 
activity in this class than among poorer families. The tendency of 
lower income men to participate more in general household tasks 
would seem to reflect both their lesser economic power in relation to 
their wives and the greater need for help around the house, coming 
from the greater probability of their wives working full time outside 
of the home. It could very well be that working class males’ lesser 
involvement with child care reflects the greater demands of tiring 
menial labor on working class men, and thus their greater need for 
rest and relaxation after work. It could also be in good part a residual 
of the patriarchal values of traditional peasant life where child care 
was, above all else, dearly the women’s responsibility (it should be 
remembered that most working class families are still only about two 
generations away from rural life most often in the U.S. South or 
central or southern Europe). 

The Effect of Homemaking on Women’s Consciousness 

Women have traditionally been more politically conservative than 
men (see Du verger 1955; Szymanski 1978, chap. 5). Women voted for 
the German right in the 1920s and 1930s in greater numbers than 
did men, even though the right’s program for women was “kitchen, 
church, and children." The women’s vote prevented the Communist 
Partv and its allies from taking over the Italian government in the 
elections of 1948 and kept Allende from being elected president of 
Chile in 1958. Wherever there have been Socialist and Communist 
parties competing with religious and nationalist parties for the 
lovalties of the masses of people, the evidence indicates that women 
historically have disproportionately supported the religious and 
nationalist rather than the leftist parties (even though these latter 
parties typically have programs far more supportive ot women s 
rights than do the former). 
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It is the parochializing and isolating effect of specialization in 
domestic labor rather than in socialized production outside of the 
home that is the cause of women’s traditionally greater conservatism. 
Homemaking promotes mysticism and religiosity as well as a ten¬ 
dency to see problems as individual or personal rather than struc¬ 
tural. Most of a homemaker’s time is spent with children, being 
exposed to the mass media, or performing trivial tasks as an indivi¬ 
dual. Homemaking insulates a woman from the collective experience 
of working life (encouraging her to see her problems as unique) and 
thus hinders the development of a progressive political consciousness. 
In contrast, the effect of wage labor, especially in the working class, 
is to provide the woman worker with the structural opportunity for 
greater intraclass communication. Socialized labor facilitates talking 
about common problems and focusing on collective solutions, provides 
the space necessary to develop collective responses, clarifies the struc¬ 
tural nature of collective problems, and creates the feeling that 
individual hopes for personal solutions are not viable (see Lipset 
1959.1960, chap. 7; Szymanski 1978 chap. 3; Kerr and Siegel 1964). 

An examination of political attitudes taken from the 1975 and 
1976 National Opinion Research Center’s annual General Social 
Survey shows that the political differences between the sexes is in 
fact a result of women being disproportionately engaged in home¬ 
making. Table 12.13 shows that there is a clear and systematic 
difference between employed women and homemakers, with employed 
women being significantly more progressive on five of the ten ques¬ 
tions and homemakers being significantly more progressive on none. 
It should be noted that 4 percent more employed women defined 
themselves as liberals and 3 percent more supported McGovern {see 
Table 12.13). The difference between the two groups is particularly 
strong on civil rights, civil liberties, feminism, and antimilitarism, in 
ail cases, of course, with employed women being more progressive. It 
should he noted that when men are compared to employed women, 
employed women are significantly more progressive on six questions, 
while men are more progressive on only one; however, when home¬ 
makers are compared to men, men are significantly more progressive 
on five questions, with homemakers more progressive on none. It is 
clear that homemaking is a conservatizing force. 

Looking at the middle class separately it can be seen that on 
nine of the ten questions at least 2 percent more employed women 
than homemakers were progressive (see Table 12.14). We also see 
that while there is at least a two percentage point difference in favor 
of men on eight of the ten questions when comparing homemakers to 
men, this is the case with only one question when comparing men to 
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TABLE 12.13: Political Attitudes by Sex and Women's 
Employment Status, 1975-76 

Percentage of Those With Employed F ema , e 

pinions Who. ___ Men Women Homemakers 

Define themselves as 

libera,s 50.9% 50.4% 46.4% 

Supported McGovern in 1972 40.4 44.0 41,2 

Support greater welfare 

spending 18.9 18.4 20.9 

Support reduced military 

spending 32,2 35.4 25.1 

Think that communism might be 

all right at least for some 25.6 19 3 16.5 

Are favorably inclined toward the 

People’s Republic of China 44.0 44.0 43.3 

Support the right of Communists 

to speak 60,0 67.6 45.7 

Think that it is right for blacks to 
push even where they are 

not wanted 24,6 34.3 25.4 

Think that interracial marriage 

should be legal 66.8 73.2 57.4 

Do not think that women’s place 

is in the home 65.0 70.3 58,4 

Sources: National Opinion Research Center General Social Surveys. 1975 and 
1976. 


employed women. Within the middle class homemaking is very dearly 
a conservatizing force. In the working class, however, at least during 
the mid-1970s there was little or no tendency for employed women to 
be more progressive than homemakers (both were more conservative 
than men). 

The tendency for homemaking to operate as a conservatizing 
force operates the most strongly among younger women. Middle class 
employed women under 40 are more progressive than homemakers on 
all ten questions (see Table 12.15). On nine of the ten questions these 
women were also at least two percentage points more progressive 
than middle class men under age 40, even while on seven of the 
questions men were at least two percentage points more progressive 
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than homemakers. It is in this subgroup—young middle class women— 
that the eonservatizing effect of housework is the strongest. 

The tendency for employed women to be more progressive than 
homemakers is observable among working class women under age 40. 
On five of the ten questions there was at least a two percentage 
point difference in the 1975-76 period in the direction of greater 
progressivism among the employed. The eonservatizing effect of 
homemaking, however, is not as strong here as in the middle class. 

Among middle class women aged 40 and over the general tend¬ 
ency observable among all middle class women operates (although 
with not quite the same strength as among younger middle class 
women). There is at least a two percentage point difference in favor 
of employed women over homemakers on six of the ten questions. 
Among working class women aged 40 and older no effect of home¬ 
making can be detected. 

In summary, homemakers are clearly more conservative than 
employed women. Employed women in the United States are generally 
as progressive, if not more progressive, than men, thus indicating 
that at least most of the tendency for women to be more conservative 
than men is attributable to differential participation in the wage 
labor force. These results indicate that homemaking is a parochial- 
izing force that hinders the development of progressive structural 
understandings, while wage labor (for men or women) under social¬ 
ized conditions promotes structural understandings of a progressive 
kind. 

The eonservatizing effect of homemaking operates more strongly 
in the middle class and more strongly among the young. These 
effects appear to be additive, i.e., it is among younger middle class 
women that the eonservatizing effect of housework is the greatest, 
while among older working class women there appears to be no 
relationship at all (at least in the mid-1970s) between homemaking 
and conservatism. This would seem to reflect a rather homogeneous 
female political culture in the working class (especially among older 
working class women) that incorporates both employed women and 
homemakers, perhaps due to relatively frequent changes in status 
(dropping in and out of the labor force at different points in the 
female life cycle). This appears to be in sharp contrast to the forma¬ 
tion of political consciousness among middle class women where 
there was a considerable difference between homemakers and employ¬ 
ed women (who are in good part professionals as well as mostly 
college educated), especially among younger women, with employed 
women considerably more progressive than homemakers. 
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The Transformation of Homemaking and the Socialization of 
Women’s Labor 

Revolutionary changes have occurred in the technology of home¬ 
making for the working class family since the end of the nineteenth 
century. Traditionally women grew and canned much of the basic 
foodstuffs of the working class family, made most of the clothes and 
many households items, cleaned and washed entirely by hand, and 
had large numbers of children and breast-fed for lengthy periods. 

Indoor plumbing and modern energy were, for the working class, 
just technological possibilities at the turn of the century. It was not 
until the 1920s that gas, electricity, and indoor plumbing became 
nearly universal in urban areas. It was not until the end of the 
nineteenth century that canned foods become common. Virtually atl 
goods except bread were normally prepared from scratch by the 
working class homemakers until the early years of the twentieth 
century (Strasser 1980). 

Domestic work became less and less important for capitalism as 
housework became increasingly mechanized and socialized, and as 
child care came to take less time and became increasingly socialized. 
With modern prepared foods, refrigerators, slow cookers, and micro- 
wave ovens the job of feeding the family has come to require only a 
fraction of what it formerly required of women's time. The introduc¬ 
tion of washing machines, wash and wear clothes, vacuum cleaners, 
and dishwashers likewise shrunk the necessary time for cleaning, 
w r ashing, and ironing. Modern medicine, which has greatly reduced 
infant mortality, and the modern norm of having just two or three 
children (a corollary of increased affluence and urbanization) together 
with formula feeding, disposable diapers, and the rapid growth of day 
care services, kindergartens, and universal primary schools have all 
reduced the time and energy necessary for childbearing and child 
care. 

Women who work outside of the home spend less than half of 
the number of hours doing housework as women who do not work 
outside of the home. Working women in the early 1970s were shown 
to have averaged 26 hours a week doing housework compared to 55 
hours a week for nonworking women. While employed women aver¬ 
aged 3.5 hours a day doing housework during the week and 5 hours a 
day on weekends, nonemployed women averaged 8.5 hours on week¬ 
days and 6 hours on weekends (Vanek 1974). Thus even on weekends 
nonworking women labor more on housework than do working 
women (see also Hedges and Barnett 1972). 1 he difference w as shown 
not to be a result of the number of children, the age of children, or 
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the amount of help in household tasks but rather to be a result of 
“lower” housekeeping standards, greater efficiency in performing 
tasks, and greater reliance on foods and services purchased in the 
market. 

These strongly contrasting figures suggest that working women 
are performing housework in the socially necessary labor time, while 
nonworking women are engaging in "make-work” designed to fill 
their day and to fulfill their self-image as performers of an important 
social function. The number of hours devoted by nonworking women 
to housework has not changed since the mid-1920s, in spite of the 
great advances in the productivity and socialization of housework 
(Vanek 1974). This supports the conclusion that the greater part of 
such labor today is above and beyond the socially necessary labor time 
required to perform these tasks adequately. 

Little empirical support can be found for the idea that women 
perform two jobs while men perform only one. A Department of 
Labor study found that in 1965-66 married working women averaged 
71.4 hours a week on paid work, commuting to work, housework, 
and family tasks while married working men averaged 66.5 hours 
{Hedges and Barnett 1972, p, 11). Vanek found that employed wives 
spent an average of 71 hours a week (on wage work, household work, 
and commuting to work) compared to 63 hours a week for employed 
husbands (8 hours less than working wives). She also found that 
working husbands spend about 8 hours more than nonemployed 
housewives on these three tasks (Vanek 1980, p. 277). The sex 
differentials in total time given to family-related tasks does not vary 
greatly between the sexes. 

Vanek found that in the United States in the 1960s married men 
on the average spent only one-third as much time as women in doing 
household chores (1980, p. 277). Studies on Finland, France, and 
Japan done about the same time showed that men in these countries 
spend from between 30 percent and 50 percent as much time at 
household chores than did women. A study of families in Syracuse, 
New York, in 1971 showed that in childless families where the wife 
was aged 25-39 and did not work men did 20 percent as much 
housework as the wife, and when the wife did work outside the home 
39 percent as much. In families with two children (the younger being 
between 2 and 5) men also did 20 percent of the housework when the 
wife was not employed, but 27 percent when the wife did work 
outside of the home. Regardless of the age of children or the number 
of children the greatest change resulting from women working was 
not in the increase in time spent on housework by men, but in the 
reduction in time spent by working women. For example, in childless 
families, with the wife aged 25-39, working reduced her household 


chore time from an average of 5.9 hours a day to 3.6 hours (while the 
husband’s contribution in absolute terms did not change appreciably). 
For families with two children (the youngest between the age of 2 
and 5), working outside of the house reduced her time at household 
chores from 8.2 to 6.2 hours, while the absolute amount of time spent 
by the husband was unchanged (U.S. Department of Labor 1975, 
Table 75). Blood and Wolfe also found that the proportion of time 
men spend on housework increases significantly, and further that 
men assume a number of traditionally female tasks when the wife 
works outside of the home. They found in corroboration other studies, 
that when women worked outside of the home and the husband did 
not there was a radical increase in the proportion of household tasks 
performed by men as well as a radical reduction in the number of 
traditionally female tasks, and an increase in the number of house¬ 
hold-related traditionally male tasks performed by the working wife 
(Blood and Wolfe 1960. p. 62). 

In summary, the great increase in productivity and the socializa¬ 
tion of homemaking is freeing women from full-time household duties 
for participation in the labor force outside of the home. It no longer 
takes a team of two workers to support a household, one to sell his 
labor power and the other to look after both. While during the early 
period of capitalism the necessity for women to perform domestic 
work for most of the population was undoubtedly the most important 
material basis of patriarchy, such can not be considered the case in 
advanced capitalism. 


CONCLUSION: WOMEN AND CLASS IN MONOPOLY 
CAPITALISM 


Both the special oppression of women—patriarchy—and their 
class oppression vary considerably by class within capitalist society. 
The condition of women varies qualitatively from the working class 
to the petty bourgeoisie to the capitalist class. In good part t is 
variation is a result of the differential labor force participation of the 
various classes and of the types of jobs the different classes of 
women pursue. This variation is also in part a product of the differ¬ 
ential motives and means possessed by the men of the different 
classes for enforcing patriarchy on their non work mg 

Women with working class husbands are more likely to work 
outside of the home than are wives of the petty bourgeoisie or 1 
capitalist class. They are also more likely to work than wives of 
marginal workers or men in the excluded secto. - - 

percent of all wives whose husbands earned between S-. 
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$8,000 a year worked. They correspond to the heart of the manual 
working class (the median annual income of male machine operatives 
in manufacturing in 1968 was $6,200). The higher the income of 
husbands (above the very low earnings range), the lower the percent¬ 
age of wives who work (see Table 12.16). In 1969 only 18 percent of 
women whose husbands made over $25,000 worked outside of the 
home—this is only 38 percent as many as in families where the 
husband brought home from $5,000 to $7,000. These data strongly 
suggest that it is economic necessity—not pursuit of creative careers, 
desire for “pin money,’’ desire to escape the home, and so on—that 
drive women to work, since the greater the husband’s income the 
less likely they are to leave the home. 

The fact that working class wives are more likely to work than 
are petty-bourgeois wives suggests that the effect of having an 
independent income is greater in the working class than in the petty 
bourgeoisie. On the one hand this means that the condition of work¬ 
ing class women stems more from their on-the-job exploitation as 
wage workers, and less from their at-home experience as home¬ 
makers, than is the case for petty-bourgeois women. Petty-bourgeois 
women typically remain at home as homemakers (spending 55 or so 
hours a week in housework). Most of this time is above and beyond 
the socially necessary labor time required to perform these tasks 
adequately, but it is apparently required in order to preserve a petty- 
bourgeois life-style as well as to give the wife a feeling that, her role 
is important. The distinctive oppression of housework is more centra! 

TABLE 12.16: Labor Force Participation of Wives in March 
1969, by Earnings of Husbands in 1 968 

Eammgs of Husbands _ Percentage of All Wives in Labor Force 

S 0- 999 

1,000- 1,999 
2,000- 2,999 
3,000- 3,999 
4,000- 4,999 
5,000- 5,999 
6,000- 6,999 
7,000- 7,999 
8,000- 9,999 
10,000-14,999 
15,000-24,999 
25,000 and over 


33 

38 

42 

44 

45 
47 
47 
45 
41 
35 
26 
18 


Source-. Kreps 1971, p . 23 
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in this class than in the working class, while the burden of doing 
both house end wage work is heaviest in the working class. 

The fact that most petty-bourgeois women who do work outside 
of the home have "careers’’ rather than “jobs," typically as profes¬ 
sionals, means that their working conditions are significantly better 
than those of working class women. Petty-bourgeois women have 
considerably greater autonomy and creativity in their work. Their 
jobs are considerably more rewarding than those of working class 
women—who are under the constant direct supervision of their 
bosses, whose work tasks typically have no inherent meaning for the 
worker and who earn far less than professional women. 

Middle class women with professional or managerial careers 
benefited considerably from the affirmative action programs of the 
1970s. It appears that the bulk of the remaining discrimination here 
is a result of past practices as well as the decisions of many women 
to take time off from their careers to have children, rather than a 
result of contemporary discrimination in either admissions to schools, 
hiring, or promotion policies of the state or private corporations. 
Women in the professions now have for the most part both very good 
and rather well paying jobs, as well as promotional opportunities 
pretty much the equivalent of men. While they have not yet achieved 
full equality with the men of their class, they would seem to be 
significantly less oppressed than middle class housewives and qualita¬ 
tively less oppressed than either working class housewives or working 
class wage-working women. 

Quite different from either petty-bourgeois or working class 
women are the ivomen of the capitalist class. The situation of these 
women can hardly be called oppressive. Neither the special oppression 
of women nor general class oppression is of much consequence in 
this class, although a considerable division of labor along sex lines 15 
maintained. Rather few of the women of this class work either for a 
salary or as managers of enterprises (but when they do it is in 
relatively high positions). Most involve themselves primarily in 
various volunteer “civic work ’ projects, organizing charitable func¬ 
tions, and running the other social activities of the capitalist class 
(activities that play a key role in the social cohesiveness of this 
class). Others amuse themselves as international jet-setters 
(Domhoff 1971, chap. 2). These women in good measure set the social 
and cultural standards for the rest of the population. They are 
presented as models to admire and emulate. In all their activities 
they are “on top,” surrounded by servants, employees, and syc¬ 
ophants. 

These women, unlike working class and petty bourgeois women, 
are freed from all the drudgery of housework and child care by the 
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wealth of their families. They have maids and cooks and live-in child 
care to relieve them of these responsibilities. Moreover, capitalist 
class men have largely lost the means to enforce patriarchy on their 
wives. On the one hand the generally highly educated women of this 
class can find well paid employment relatively easily if necessary (if 
only because of family and personal connections with other members 
of the propertied class). On the other hand, the lucrative possibilities 
of alimony and inheritance give capitalist class women a security 
unknown to women of the working class or the petty bourgeoisie. In 
sum. even though there is a sexual division of labor in the contem¬ 
porary capitalist class, patriarchy can little more be said to exist here 
than in most hunting and gathering or horticultural societies, where 
there was also a sexual division of labor based on essential equality 
The women of the capitalist class have nothing of consequence in 
common with their working class “sisters." They are already liberated— 
liberated from the special oppression of women and liberated from 
the class oppression of working people. 

Wives are often brutalized by their husbands, much more often 
m subtle ways than through actual physical “battering," as a scape¬ 
goat for the oppressive existence of the husband (either as a manual 
laborer or as a small businessmen). The aggression built up on the 
job, which can not be directly taken out on the boss, or on customers 
suppliers and competitors, can relatively safely (i.e., without retribu¬ 
tion) be taken out against an economically dependent wife. It would 
seem that such manifestations of male chauvinism are most char- 
actenstic of traditional petty-bourgeois and working class families, 
rather t han of new petty-bourgeois families with working wives or of 
capitalist class families. Capitalist class men, for example, have many 
subordinates (both men and women) on which to take out their 
aggressions. Further, their work is inherently more enjoyable than 
that of other classes of men, and their wives are more often than not 
economically independent of them, thus they have less aggression to 
displace onto wives, and the wives are less likely to put up with it. 
Working class women {in the office or factory), rather than the wives 
tr men of the capitalist class, are more likely to bear the brunt of 
eir male chauvinism. It must be emphasized that the cause of all 
torms of male chauvinism is ultimately to be located within the logic 
intern v eit r^ ' n generation of patriarchal structures, in the 
j * 1 , 3 123 1( ? n ‘ ts sex ’ st ideology, or as a compensation for the 
dail> oppressions of working class or petty-bourgeois life. 

crw;Jii triarChaI st *" uctu J es are both the essential way women are 
„ :nmon i' oppressed and the cause of the other manifestations of 
WH t s s P ec,a oppression- male chauvinism and sexist ideology. 
e w,on!lf ‘ n 0 the capitalist class are not oppressed in any signif¬ 



icant sense by patriarchal structures, and while there are qualitative 
differences between the petty bourgeoisie and the working class, and 
between women who are primarily housewives and women who 
primarily work outside of the home, male chauvinism and sexist 
ideology would seem to be pretty much constant (although, of course, 
there is considerable individual variation in male chauvinist behavior— 
e.g., rape, wife battering—as well as in the way it is expressed and 
what class of women it primarily affects). 

Although all women may be equally caricatured by sexist ideol¬ 
ogy, not all women suffer equally from its effects. The women most 
oppressed by it are those who internalize the ideal of being a “good 
mother” and “good wife," and who thus desire to provide their 
families with all the conveniences and support the ideal family 
requires. For a working class or lower petty-bourgeois woman to 
accomplish this ideal two factors are necessary: first, that she work 
more or less full time outside of the house to secure enough money to 
buy the appliances, goods, services, and education that the ideal 
dictates; and second, that she strive also to be the full-time mother 
and wife the ideal requires. The impossibility of doing both well puts 
incredible pressure on women of these classes, a pressure that can 
well lead to hypertension, emotional breakdowns, alcoholism, and so 
on as well as be the energy that can be mobilized by the women's 
liberation movement. 

The largest as well as the most oppressed section of women 
appears to be working class women. But it would seem to be the case 
that petty-bourgeois homemakers (and perhaps unmarried white-collar 
women) suffer more from the patriarchal structures of the family (or 
from the lack of security the family provides). Now that the socially 
necessary labor time for the drudgery of housework has been so 
greatly reduced, and the typical woman is coming to spend most of 
her laboring time in wage labor, the primary form of her oppression 
is becoming that of a wage worker—a position shared with her 
brothers and husbands. The lot of working class women is becoming 
more like that of working class men, with the major difference 
increasingly becoming the subordination to patriarchal structures on 
the job experienced by working women. Patriarchy is in good measure 
being socialized. 

It is women in those occupations that structurally put women in 
touch with one another who are most likely to become politically 
conscious. It is young and single white-collar workers for the largest 
firms in the larger cities, students in the larger colleges and univer 
si ties who live close together, and professional women in situations 
where there are numbers of women who are in a similar position, 
and hence who are more in touch with one another, who have the 
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strongest tendency to become Feminist (Dixon 1971). It is house¬ 
wives. together with private domestic workers, service and white- 
collar workers (or small firms in smaller cities, and women with a 
minimum of work experience outside of the home who tend to be the 
least Feminist {as well as the least class conscious). This is the case 
because such women are more isolated from one another, and more 
closely tied to children and husbands than are women in the former 
categories—not because they are any less subjected to patriarchy, 
Working class women {including those married women in white- 
collar jobs whose husbands are manual workers) who work outside 
of the home are the most likely to develop class consciousness because 
the socialized conditions of their labor make more transparent the 
causes of their condition, leading them to see their collective strength 
and facilitating communication among equals. At the same time their 
direct experience is reinforced by their interacting closely with their 
men {who are in a similar class situation). 

Women who are released from the home by the socialization and 
mechanization of housework and are pulled into the wage economy 
are thereby largely released from the parochializing effect of house¬ 
work and exposed directly to class relations. These women are placed 
in conditions of close contact with large numbers of other workers or 
professionals who face a similar condition. There they are able to see 
more clearly the causes of their problems, to feel their collective 
power, to talk to one another about their common situation, to 
develop a common realization that their condition is not unique or 
personal, but rather a product of the institutions of class society, and 
then to do something about it. Women’s consciousness (whether 
Feminist or class) thus develops among women primarily outside of 
the home. 

In summary, the very process that is socializing women's struc¬ 
tural relations (because it is profitable for advanced capitalism) is 
also ripening the conditions not only for the overturning of women’s 
special oppression but also for the building of class solidarity among 
men and women. 


13 _ 

Conclusion: Alternatives 
to Class Society 


As long as there have been classes there has been hostility and 
resistance. The dominated classes have not passively accepted their 
lot. In this concluding chapter the growth of the socialist movement 
and its attempt to abolish classes is examined. The origins of anti¬ 
class ideas within European feudal society, the formulation of social¬ 
ist ideas as minor currents within the classical English and French 
Revolutions, the development of utopian socialism in the early nine¬ 
teenth century, the growth of working class and especially Marxist 
socialism over the course of the last third of the nineteenth century, 
the consolidation of working class socialism around 1900, and the 
first actual attempts to construct socialist societies in the post-1917 
period are all treated. 


EARLY HISTORY OF ANTICLASS MOVEMENTS 

There were a number of anarcho-eommunist millenial groups 
that drew their support from among the peasantry and especially 
oppressed artisans and proletarians during the late MuT e - ges 
when traditional feudal relationships were being disrupted by the 
growth of market forces.* During the English peasant revolt of 1381, 
John Ball preached opposition to lords and kings and the equ»ht]jO 
all. Ball celebrated the popular proverb ‘‘When Adam delved and 


•The discussion in this section relies heavily on Cohn 1961: Laidler 1963. pt. 1 
MacKenzie 1966, chap, 2. 
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span, who was then a gentleman?" Ball, arguing within the Christian 
tradition, maintained that evil men had introduced serfdom and other 
inequities against the will of God. Ball advocated that the great lords, 
judges, and lawyers had to be deposed so that all men could enjoy 
equal freedom, rank, and power, as God had intended (Cohn 1961 n 
211; MacKenzie 1966, p. 22). ' ' 

In the fifteenth century in Bohemia the Taborites, largely build¬ 
ing on the urban poor, developed a communist ideology and main¬ 
tained themselves for a generation in their own towns. Taborite 
communities were intended to be completely equalitarian without 
private property and held together by love (Cohn 1961: 228-230). The 
Taborites believed the Millenium was to be characterized by the 
abolition of taxes, dues, rents and all forms of private property, as 
well as the extermination of all nobles and lords. "All shall live 
together as brothers, none shall be subject to another." After the 
capture of the last Taborite stronghold in 1452 the Taborite com¬ 
munist tradition survived only in a sect called the Bohemian or 
Moravian Brethren which, in order to survive at all, gave up the idea 
of spreading its system by military conquest, and instead became 
pacifist and apolitical (Cohn 1961, p. 237). 

Anticlass communist currents also emerged during the Protes¬ 
tant Reformation in Germany in the Peasant War of the 1520s and 
1530s, especially among the radical Anabaptists in the city of Muns¬ 
ter. Thomas Muntzer, the leading figure of the German Peasant’s 
revolt believed (at least at the end of his life) that all things should 
be common to all, all should receive according to their needs, and 
there should be neither kings nor lords (Cohn 1961, pp. 258-59). The 
center of activitist Anabaptism became the city of Munster, which 
saw a powerful movement supported by the mass of the unemployed 
an insecure proletarians, many of whom streamed into the city 
inspire by the teaching of 1 homas Muntzer and his disciple Hans 
Hut. steps were taken to establish communal ownership of virtually 
a material goods including foodstuffs and private houses. Money 
was effectively abolished. In fact, the surrender of money was made 

tIL i ° f ^/hnstianity (Cohn 1961, pp. 251-95). Like the 
Iabor tes a hundred years before in Bohemia, the Munster Ana- 
baptists were crushed by military force. But Anabaptism has survived 

WennnnitT 5611 !! ,i? y J n SuC k American communities as the 

Hutterian Brethren (the latter of which continues 
to practice full Christian communism) (Cohn 1961, p. 306). 

miH l 0m T niS i currents emer ged in the English Revolution of the 
-s venteenth century. The Levellers, who had considerable sup- 
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port among the rank and file of Cromwell’s New Model Army drew 
the democratic ideas of the revolution to their logical conclusion by 
attacking all class privilege. They saw the Golden Age of England as 
the time before the Norman conquest (which they saw as having 
placed a privileged hierarchy in power after destroying the original 
communal form of English property). The extreme formulation of 
Leveller ideology was expressed by Gerald Winstanley, the leader of a 
small group known as the Diggers, who were explicit in their de¬ 
mand for the restoration of communism. In 1649 the Diggers actually 
attempted to take over and farm some land according to communist 
principles. They were, however, dispersed by the Army (MacKenzie 
1966, p. 23). Winstanley maintained that, “there shall be no buying 
and selling of the earth, nor the fruits thereof... If any of a family 
want other provisions, they may go to the storehouse and fetch 

without money-As everyone works to advance the common 

stock, so every one shall have the use of any commodity in the 
storehouse for his pleasure and comfort and livelihood, without 
buying or selling or restraint from anybody” (Laidler 1968, p. 40). 

The greatest appeal of anticlass and communist ideas during the 
late Middle Ages came from the poor, who were most affected by the 
growth of commercial relations: marginal workers, new proletarians, 
and the unemployed, both in rural and urban areas. The uprooted 
poor were shaken by economic deprivation as well as by the under¬ 
mining of traditional authority (both of which were caused by eco¬ 
nomic dislocations encumbent on commercialization). It was these 
uprooted poor who formed the basis for the first socialist movements 
in European history (Cohn 1961, pp. 314-15), 

During the French Revolution a militant communist current 
emerged under the leadership of Babeuf. It was said that 17,000 men 
were prepared in April 1796 to follow his lead in a general insur¬ 
rection against all inequality. He believed that all private property 
should be abolished and placed in the hands of the nation and that 
the distribution of society’s resources should occur on the basis of 
need. Leaders would receive the same remuneration as ordinary 


workers and would rotate in office to prevent entrenchment in power 
(Laidler 1968, pp. 46-47). Babeuf however, was arrested before he 
could call for the insurrection and was executed. Babeuf had an 
enduring influence on modern socialism, however, largely through 
his follower Buonarrotti, who had considerable success in spreading 
Babeuf’s ideas among those who were to play a leading role in the 
foundation of modern working class socialist parties in France, Great 
Britain, Germany, and Betgium. Babeuf, unlike the earlier socialists, 
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was not inspired by millenial religion. Rather, he gave careful atten¬ 
tion to questions of organization, strategy, and tactics, developing an 
elaborate propaganda machine and secret cells. He was the first 
socialist to argue that working class power had to be won by an 
armed and carefully prepared revolution against the wealthy and 
powerful (MacKenzie 1966, pp. 24-25; Lichtheim 1969, pp. 20-23). 

After the defeat of the French Revolution and the reversal of the 
progressive hopes it inspired, hopes which for a generation had been 
formulated in terms of political and insurrectionary action, the pri¬ 
mary expression of anticlass and equaiitarian ideas became utopian 
socialism. 


UTOPIAN SOCIALISM 

The followers of Saint-Simon in France advocated a system in 
which productive property would belong to the state, inheritance 
would be abolished, and the most intelligent would gravitate to the 
top decision-making positions, with everyone working according to 
their ability and receiving a reward according to services rendered 
(Laidler 1968, p. 53).* Another French Utopian Socialist, Cabet, wrote 
an influential novel that advocated an equaiitarian socialist society in 
which the state owned most of the means of production and divided 
the product of industry equally among workers. There were a num¬ 
ber of attempts to put Cabet’s ideas into practice (some in the United 
States) (Laidler 1968, p. 48). 

The most influential of the French Utopian Socialists was 
Charles Fourier. Fourier, however, was less thoroughgoing in his 
socialism than most other Utopians. He advocated the division of the 
product of industry according to labor, capital, and talent, not just 
according to work or need. While the Saint-Simonists envisioned a 
large-scale industrial state technocratic socialism, the Fourierists 
envisioned small-scale communities. The communities, established 
according to Fourierist principles were the most successful of all non¬ 
religious communities. The most famous of these was the Brooks 
Farm Phalanx in Massachusetts and the North American Phalanx in 
New York (Laidler 1968, pp. 56-60, 106-7; Lichtheim 1969, p. 34). 


"The discussion in this section relies heavily on Bestor 1950; Holloway 1951; 
Laidler 1968, pt. 1; Lichtheim 1969, pt. 1; and Noyes 1870. For other discussions of 
various utopian socialist communities see Andrews 1953: Bennett 1967; Burton 1939; 
Carden 1971; Fried 1970. chaps. 1, 2; Harrison 1969; Kantor 1973; Spiro 1956; and 
Peters 1967, 


Together with Fourier the most influential figure in the secular 
Utopian Socialist movement was Robert Owen, a wealthy British 
capitalist. Owen's ideas were thoroughly communist and left no room 
for private property. He advocated, and in fact attempted to set up, 
communities in which both labor and distribution of the products of 
labor were equal for all. In 1824 in Indiana he set up a colony 
according to his pure communist principles. However, after three 
years and the expenditure of most of his fortune, the colony failed. 
Owen, who recruited through newspaper adds, found that his colony 
had more people willing to share equally in distribution than share 
equally in work (Laidler 1968, pp. 94-95). The Utopian socialist colon¬ 
ies, unlike earlier Christian communism, did not base themselves 
primarily on the poorest and most oppressed sections of the rural and 
urban populations. They instead recruited mainly from intellectuals 
and artisans. This reflects the fact that they were not so much a 
manifestation of the resistance against class, which stems from the 
immediate pressures of class oppression, as an attempt to live a more 
rational life on the part of people who were intellectually convinced 
of the virtue of more equalitarianism. 

The most successful attempts to live according to the communist 
principle “from each according to ones ability and to each according 
to one’s needs” were achieved by those inspired by Christianity, such 


as the descendants of the German Anabaptists (e.g., the Hutterites) 
as well as other Christians who like them took the Biblical injunc¬ 
tion “And Ye Shall Have all Things in Common” literally. The 
successful Christian communist groups recruited from working 
people and peasant farmers. The Shakers, a Christian sect who saw 
their founder Mother Ann as the second Savior (God came to earth 
the first time as a man, Jesus; the second time as a woman. Mother 
Ann), established full communism in the 1780s and thrived for 150 
years under these principles. Numerous other Christian groups in¬ 
cluding George Rapp’s Harmony Society, the Amana Colonies in 
Iowa, and John Humphrey Noyes’ fascinating Omeda commune m 
upstate New York prospered for many years according to full com¬ 
munist principles (see Fried 1970, chap. 2). The success o 
secular and religious communism in the early nineteenth century in 
the United States reflects both the dislocations caused by the spread 
of commercial relationships in this period and the general wave of 
political reaction (and the discrediting of revolutionary aspiration, 
the post-French Revolution generation.* 


•Karl Marx maintained that Utopian Swgw tt. Kb?ami 

Robert Owen, played a progressive role m prov.ng the viatahtj ec,ua 
communal ways of production and distribution. 
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With the exception of a few viable Christian groups, most of the 
early nineteenth century communist communities in the United 
States withered away by the last years of the century, largely falling 
victim to the ever more intense commercialization and individualiza¬ 
tion of the broader society. It should be noted, however, that a few 
survived, most prominently the Shakers and the Hutterities. The 
Hutterities have continued to thrive and grow in the last years of the 
twentieth century on the upper Great Plains of the United States and 
Canada (in spite of what has at times been considerable political, 
economic, and social pressure from the outside). 

THE SOCIALIST WORKING CLASS MOVEMENT 

As both the secular and religious utopian socialist movements 
declined the modern socialist movement based in the industrial work¬ 
ing class grew. This new working class socialism was oriented to 
transforming existing capitalist relations through political struggle 
and eventual social revolution (rather than through setting up ideal 
communities that would prove by example the superiority of socialism 
to all classes of the population). The old utopian strategy was to 
eventually win over everyone, rich and poor alike, to living according 
to socialist principles by demonstrating in practice the superiority of 
socialism as a way of life. The new strategy, like that of Babeuf, 
understood that socialism has a class basis, with some people favoring 
it because they would benefit; while others, namely the rich and 
powerful opposing it, because they would loose. The new socialism 
was based on class struggle, and in the case of its Marxist and 
anarchist variants, on the understanding that the ruling class would 
give up its privileges only when confronted with superior military 
force. 


We speak of the co-operative movement, especially the co-operative factories 
raised by the unassisted efforts of a few bold "hands.” The value of these 
great social experiments cannot be over-rated. By deed, instead of by argu¬ 
ment, they have shown that production on a large scale, and in accord with 
the behests of modern science, may be carried on without the existence of a 
class of masters employing a class of hands; that to bear fruit, the means of 
labour need not be monopolised as a means of dominion over, and of extor¬ 
tion against, the labouring man himself; and that, like slave labour, like serf 
labour, hired labour is but a transitory and inferior form, destined to dis¬ 
appear before associated labour plying its toil with a willing hand, a ready 
mind, and a joyous heart. In England, the seeds of the co-operative system 
were sown by Robert Owen; the working men's experiments, tried on the 
Continent, were, in fact, the practical upshot of the theories, not invented, 
but loudly proclaimed, in 1848 (Marx 1864, p, 383). 
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The Marxist socialism that came to dominate much of the work- 
ing class movement argued {contrary to utopian socialism) that an 
equalitarian social order based on the communist principle of from 
each according to one’s ability, to each according to one’s needs, 
would be possible only when all of society was transformed through 
a political seizure of state power by the organized working class, 
which would then use its state to reinforce spontaneous tendencies 
toward communalism rather than to undermine them. A workers’ 
state would teach all children the moral superiority of communism 
over individualism, give economic incentives, including loans, to 
cooperative enterprises, and, crucially, give political support to 
workers’ organizations as well as repress both capitalist enterprises 
and the capitalist class’s attempts to resume state power. 

Marxist socialism differed from anarchism (and syndicalism, with 
which it was in competition in the working class movement through 
World War I) on the question of the process of creating full commun¬ 
ist relations. The anarchists argued that more or less immediately 
after the seizure of state power by the working class the entire 
repressive state apparatus would be dismantled, and that people 
would then immediately begin to live according to the principle of 
from each according to their ability, to each according to their needs. 
The Marxists, on the other hand, did not share the extreme optimism 
of their opponents (even while agreeing with their ultimate vision). 
They put forth a rather more realist (“scientific”) view of the prob¬ 
lems and contradictions of socialist construction. Marxists have 
always argued that a period of a “dictatorship of the proletariat 
would be necessary in which the working class would have to repress 
the old propertied class and their manifestations in antisocialist move¬ 
ments and ideologies* 

Marxists believed that the individualist propensities of people, so 
deeply rooted in the old society, would take a generation or more to 
be wiped out and replaced with an appropriately high level of conscious¬ 
ness that would make the communist idea of distribution according 
to need (rather than by work) actually viable: 


*To Quote Marx: . . 

This socialism is the declaration of the permanence o) the nvolutm the class 
dictatorship of the proletariat as the necessary transit point to the abohtwn o; 
class distinctions generally, to the abolition of all the relations of production 
on which they rest, to the abolition of all the social relations that correspond 
to these relations of production, to the revolutionising of the ldeas 
result from these social relations (Marx 1850, p. 223i. 
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Both for the production on a mass scale of this communist conscious¬ 
ness, and for the success of the cause itself, the alteration of men on 
a mass scale is necessary, an alteration which can only take place in 
a practical movement, a revolution; this revolution is necessary, 
therefore, not only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in 
any other way, but also because the class overthrowing it can only 
in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages and 
become fitted to found society anew (Marx and Engels 1845, p. 69). 

In the revolutions that swept Europe in 1848 socialism played a 
subsidiary role. This was especially true in France, where the ideas 
of Louis Blanc had considerable influence in the French working 
class. Working class secular socialism (leaving aside the Babeuf con¬ 
spiracy during the first French Revolution) came, for the first time, 
to be a force. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels themselves became 
socialists in the period just before the outbreak of these revolutions, 
played a role in them in the German Rhineland, and, in fact, wrote 
the Communist Manifesto in 1848 as a contribution to a socialist 
program and an analysis for the working class movement of this 
period. However, the revolutionary movements of 1848, especially 
their socialist wings, were thoroughly crushed, with many of their 
leading figures including Karl Marx forced into exile. The next 
decade and a half was a period of general reaction (something like the 
period after the Congress of Vienna in 1815) that saw very little 
working class socialist activity anywhere. It was not until the mid- 
1860s that the young working class socialist movement recovered 
from its defeats of 1848-49. 

In 1864 the International Workingmen’s Association (IWMA) was 
founded (the First International) on the initiative of French and 
British trade union leaders who saw the desirability of organized 
contacts among European workers for the purpose of rendering assis¬ 
tance to each other (e.g., to prevent international migration of cheap 
labor being used to drive down wage rates). The IWMA was based on 
individual membership and at its peak in 1870 had 800,000 members. 
It became a major force in Belgium and Switzerland, and achieved 
some success in France, Italy, Spain, and Germany. A number of 
varieties of socialism were represented in the International. At its 
founding there was considerable debate among such currents as the 
Lassallians in Germany (who exclusively advocated political and re¬ 
formist actions, i.e., no strikes or revolutions); the Proudhonist an¬ 
archists in France (who advocated establishing a federation of self- 
autonomous communes); and the Marxists. Later the primary struggle 
in the International became that between Marx and the extreme 
anarchism represented by Bakunin. In 1872, after the peak of the 
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influence of the organization had passed, Marx achieved hegemony 
the „ a “ rchists were (Caute 1966. p. 53; MacKeiuie 

The revival of working class socialism suffered a severe blow 
with the repression that followed the violent suppression of the Paris 
Commune in 1871. This first working class led revolution (which 
held power in Paris for almost two months in the wake of France’s 
defeat in the 1870-71 Franco-Prussian War) was brutally put down 
with thousands executed. Throughout Europe working class organiza¬ 
tions were repressed out of fear of repeat occurrences. The Inter¬ 
national Workingmen’s Association suffered mortally from this 
repression and was finally disbanded in 1876. Nevertheless, it left a 
considerable legacy of Marxist socialist ideas that soon came to have 
a considerable influence throughout Europe. 

Anarchist ideas gained considerable currency, especially in south¬ 
ern Europe, where peasant individualism was still a strong force in 
the proletariat in the 1870s. In 1873 there were risings under anarch¬ 
ist leadership in Barcelona, Seville, Cadiz, and Cartegena in Spain. 
However, in the 1880s and 1890s Marxist ideals became predominant 
in the European working class movement with the rapid proliferation 
and growth of socialist parties. In 1889 the new socialist parties 
came together and formed another International (the Second Inter¬ 
national), now constituted on the basis of an affiliation of rather 
strong working class socialist parties (Caute 1966, pp. 54-55; Mac- 
Kenzie 1966, p. 76). 


Great Britain 

Following the failure of Robert Owen's attempt to establish 
communist communities in the United States in the 1820s, he turned 
his efforts to building the trade union and cooperativist movements 
in Great Britain and infusing them with a socialist consciousness* 
Owenite ideas had considerable currency in both the trade unions 
and the producer’s and consumer's cooperatives that were springing 
up in Great Britain in the early 1830s, Owen was the leading figure 
in the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union, which at its 
height claimed over half a million members. This union struggled 
with employers to improve conditions and attempted to set up 
worker-owned cooperatives to drive the capitalists out of business as 


•The discussion in this section relies heavily on Caute 1966; Cole 1948; laidler 
1968, chaps. 10, 17. 18, 31: and Mackenzie 1966. 
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well as rejected political action in favor of the idea of an eventual 
general strike of all workers that would bring the capitalist system 
down. However, in the face of state repression the Owenite union 
movement collapsed in the mid-1830s. 

In the latter part of the 1830s the Chartist Movement became a 
major force in Great Britain. The working class demand for a People’s 
Charter that would give the working class the vote and democratize 
Parliament became the centra! issue in the British working class. It 
was pressed by giant demonstrations, petitions, and riots. With the 
collapse of the Chartist movement in 1848, the primary thrust of 
British working class activity was redirected into trade unionism of a 
less agressive and politically more moderate kind than had been the 
case since the early 1830s. 

However, in the 1860s a socialist left reemerged within the 
British Trade Union movement (as manifested in the British Union¬ 
ist's initiation of the First International). In the 1880s the British 
labor movement became an important independent force in British 
politics. The Social-Democratic Federation (which came to have 
Marxian politics) was founded in the 1880s, although it never attain¬ 
ed a targe membership. The Independent Labor Party (ILP), a non- 
Marxist socialist group founded in the early 1890s, became a greater 
force. The ILP advocated the collective ownership and control of the 
means of production (to be achieved through parliamentary reforms). 
In the mid-1900s the Labour Party (which was based on the trade 
unions) became a significant group in Parliament, In 1918 the Labour 
Party adopted a program of immediate nationalization of land, rail¬ 
ways, mines, electricity, insurance, harbors, and so on. By the mid- 
1920s this party, with its now clearly (reformist) socialist program, 
had become the equal of the other major parties in voting strength, 
having firmly established itself and its moderate socialism in the 
British working class (Caute 1966, pp. 57-58; MacKenzie 1966, pp. 83- 
89; Laidler 1968. pp. 316-19). 

In 1945 the Labour Party won control of the British government 
in a landslide election and instituted a number of important pro¬ 
working class reforms (national health insurance, nationalization of 
some basic industries, greatly expanded social security programs, 
public housing, and so on). However, in spite of the fact that it has 
never repealed the clause in its constitution pledging to turn over all 
basic industry to the working class, it has stopped far short of this 
traditional socialist goal. All subsequent Labour governments fore- 
sook any significant reforms (as well as advocacy of socialism), al¬ 
though the party maintains a vaguely socialist image. It remains the 
party of the British working class. 


Germany 


Germany was the first country to produce a massive socialist 
(and Marxist) working class party.* In 1863 the German Working¬ 
men s Association under the leadership of Ferdinand Lassalle was 
founded. Lassalle, the principal opponent of Marx and his supporters 
in the German working class movement, emphasized the centrality of 
gaining universal suffrage and through it reforms (rather than indus¬ 
trial action or cooperatives) (Laidler 1968, pp. 224-28 Caute 1966 d 
59). By 1864 Lassalle’s party had about 5,000 members. Another 
German working class socialist grouping was founded a few years 
after Lassalle s in which Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel, 
followers of Karl Marx, became the leaders (Laidler 1968, p, 230). In 
the elections of 18/1 the two socialist groupings together polled about 
100,000 votes, and in 1874, 350,000. In 1875 the two groups united 
into the German Socialist Party (SPD) under the Gotha Program 
(which represented a compromise between the ideas of Lassalle and 
the ideas of Marx). In 1877 the new Unified Party won 500,000 votes 
and sent nine representatives to the German Reichstat. In 1878, the 
German state responded to the rapidly growing German working 
class socialist movement by enacting repressive legislation that made 
it illegal for the socialists to hold meetings or to publish or distribute 
newspapers or other literature. However, they continued to be allow¬ 
ed to run candidates for Parliament. By 1890 (in spite of the restric¬ 
tive legislation) they had become the single largest party in Germany 
securing almost a million and a half votes. In 1890 the antisocialist 
laws were abandoned. During the period of illegal activity the Marx¬ 
ist tendency in the Party became predominant. This development 
was ratified at the Party’s congress at Erfurt in 1891. where for the 
first time a fully Marxist program was adopted (MacKenzie 1966, pp. 
100-3; Laidler 1969, p. 232). After 1891 the Social Democratic Party 
continued to grow in influence in the German working class; emerg¬ 
ing as the leading force in the world socialist movement because of 
its size, organization, and intellectual caliber. 

With the collapse of the German army in early November 1918, 
the socialist movement became the leading political force in Germany. 
Workers’ councils were organized to run factories throughout Ger¬ 
many. Socialism was in the air. The old propertied classes were 


•The discussion in this section relies heavily on Berlau 1949: Caute 1966: Hunt 
1964; Kolko 1968: Kolko and Kolko 1972; Laidler 1968, chaps. !9. 29. 21, 32; Lidtke 
1966; Lutz 1922; Morgan 1965; and Schorske 1955. 
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demoralized and in disarray. A general strike was called by the 
Workers’ and Soldiers' Councils. Workers marched through the 
streets proclaiming revolution. But the Social Democratic Party 
(SPD) leaders, who formed the first post-Kaiser government, did not 
implement the program of the SPD. Instead they merely called for 
the universal franchise on the basis of proportional representation 
and the guarantee of civil liberties. The failure of the right-wing 
Social Democrats who controlled the government in this decisive 
period of upheave! to implement a socialist program caused the left- 
wing Socialists to split from the government and call for authen¬ 
tically socialist policies. The most left of these groups, the Sparta- 
cans, under the leadership of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht 
called for working class insurrection. With the collusion of the right- 
wing Social Democratic government the leaders of this organization 
were killed by right-wing gangs and the revolutionary movement was 
crushed. 

The elections for the National Assembly in 1919 gave the Social 
Democrats 39 percent of the vote and the independent Socialists (who 
were to their left) about 8 percent. The revolutionary Spartacans 
boycotted the election (Laidler 1968, pp. 506-7; MacKenzie 1966, p. 
141): The new Communist Party formed in good part from the rem¬ 
nants of the Spartacans led a number of attempted insurrections in 
the early 1920s (the most prominent were focused in Bavaria and 
Hamburg) that were quickly crushed by the state. The German 
Communist Party (KPD), however, consolidated itself, becoming the 
largest Communist Party in the world outside of the Soviet Union. In 
1928 it won 11 percent of the vote and in 1932, 17 percent. (By this 
latter year it had grown to almost the size of the Social Democrats, 
whose share of the vote shrank from 30 percent to 20 percent 
between these same years.) While the middle class was streaming 
into the Nazi Party during the early Depression years, the German 
working class was moving toward revolutionary politics as repre¬ 
sented by the KPD. 

One of Hitler’s first acts was to ban both the Social Democratic 
and the Communist Parties (as well as unions and strikes). In short 
order the concentration camps were set up for working class mili¬ 
tants (especially Communist leaders). Communists activists as well 
as other revolutionaries were either jailed (and mostly eventually 
exterminated) or driven into exile by the Nazi government. Neverthe¬ 
less, as the Allied armies swept the Nazis from power in 1945, there 
was a spontaneous rebirth of traditional German working class 
socialism. Workers attempted to seize control of factories and once 
again revolutionary socialism was in the air. In the eastern part of 
Germany, the Soviet army at first allowed this spontaneous move- 
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ment to take its course (virtually all the former owners and mana- 
gers ct w]t Hitler s armies* most attempting to surrender to the 
Americans), The Soviets, however* soon took direct control out of the 
workers’ hands, in favor of a broad front of tendencies and only 
partial nationalization. Within a few years Soviet policy once again 
changed with the institution of full nationalization and highly cen¬ 
tralized planning. The German Democratic Republic (GDR) was 
declared in 1949 under the leadership of the Socialist Unity Party (a 
merger of the large East German section of the Social Democratic 
Party with the smaller, but powerful, Communist Party). Although 
instituted under the guidance of the Soviet Union (and pretty much a 
mirror image of the Soviet model of socialism), the GDR proceeded to 
institute a wide range of radical economic and social measures that 
greatly benefited the German working class (see Kolko 1968, chap. 
20 ; Kolko and Kolko 1972, chap. 5). 

Meanwhile, in the western zones of occupied Germany the Allied 
armies, worried about the rebirth of the strong German working 
class revolutionary movement, immediately took power away from 
the spontaneous workers’ councils, banned all strikes, and prohibited 
the formation of anything other than union locals. In many places 
the local Nazi authorities were temporarily kept in office and the old 
Nazi Army was kept mobilized for months to ensure "law and order” 
(i.e., prevent social revolution). The Social Democrats in the West 
emerged from the war significantly stronger than the Communists 
(who had been almost totally decimated by 12 years of Nazi terror 
and intense anticommunist propaganda). In the first postwar West 
German elections in 1947. the Communist Party received 9.5 percent 
of the vote as compared to 35.0 percent by the Soda! Democrats. It 
should be noted that immediately after the war the majority ten¬ 
dency of the Social Democrats favored thorough nationalization of 
German industry and a more or less complete socialist transforma¬ 
tion of German society. However, ten years of repression then pros¬ 
perity under watchful U.S. guidance once again took the revolu¬ 
tionary edge off the West German socialism. The Communist Party 
was banned and the mainstream of the SPD returned to its 1920s 
policies of moderate reform. The SPD remains the party of the West 
German working class, receiving 43 percent of the vote in 1980. 


France 

The French Revolution of 1830 saw considerable agitation in the 
working class for improvement in its economic and political condi- 
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tion * In the period after this revolution, the socialist ideas of the 
rebellious workers fused with the armed I radii ,ons of rave uuonary 
democrats in working class uprisings in Lyon in 1831 andI 1834, and 
in Paris in 1832 and 1834. Blanqui. a follower of Ba ^ f ' ^ ome ^ 
leading figure of this movement (Lichtheim 1969, p. 63). In the 1840s 
Louis Blanc became the most influential French Socialist, supplant¬ 
ing both the insurrectionist tradition of Blanqui and the utopian 
traditions associated with Fourier and Saint-Simon. Blanc, calling 
himself a “scientific socialist,” integrated socialist ideas with an 
economic analysis. Blanc, unlike the utopian socialists, addressed his 
appeal to the French working class, calling for the establishment of 
state-owned “social workshops” under workers control that would 
provide employment to all. Blanc’s vision was one of communism. It 
was Blanc who coined the formula later adopted by Marxists of 
“From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs 
(Laidler 1968. pp. 60-64). During the revolutions of 1848, Blanc came 
to have a considerable following in the French working class. A 
watered down version of his "social workshops” was set up in early 
1848 but it was soon sabotaged by the government. In the summer of 
1848 a working class insurrection in Paris was bloodily crushed by 
the government. 

Repressed and demoralized as a result of the reaction following 
1848, the French Left (similar to the rest of the early working class 
socialist movement in Europe) did not revitalize until the late 1860s, 
when groups in the Blanqui tradition as well as others associated 
with the cooperativist and mutualist ideas of Proudhon became a 
force in the working class. In 1871, after the humiliating defeat of 
France by Prussia, the Parisian working class again rose up in 
revolt, establishing a working class run commune. For almost two 
months the working class held power in Paris (the first time in 
history that a secular socialist working class movement had ever 
held state power). The Paris Commune abolished both the profes¬ 
sional army and the professional police, arming the masses of the 
working class. The Commune made all public officials subject to 
election (and deposition at any time), paying all at a wage no higher 
than that of skilled workers (MacKenzie 1966, p. 74). The Commune 
was violently suppressed with thousands shot in the streets as they 
were captured, Many times more were imprisoned and exiled. Social¬ 
ist and union activity was banned in France for years. 


*Th<* discussion in this section relies heavily on the following: Hobsbawm 1962; 
Kolko 1968, chap. 4; Koiko and Kolko 1972, pp. 151-60; Laidler 1968. chaps 8, 22; 
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Working class radicalism, however, reemerged in the late 1870s. 
In 1882 two major socialist parties were formed, the orthodox Marx¬ 
ists (who emphasized revolution) under the leadership of Jules 
Guesde, and the Possibilists, who emphasized reforms (Laidler 1968, 

pp. 281-85). 

France also saw a major split between the syndicalists, who 
rejected political action (including voting) in favor of the general 
strike and economic action as the way to bring about socialism, and 
the Marxists and Possibilists, who endorsed political action as part of 
the strategy for change. The syndicalists came to dominate the union 
movement. In 1892 the national trade union federation adopted the 
idea of the general strike as the primary strategy to bring about 
socialism against the advice of the Marxists (who then withdrew 
from the federation). In 1895 the General Confederation of Labor 
(CGT) was formed according to revolutionary syndicalist principles. 
In the 1890s the syndicalists discarded their earlier rejection of 
revolutionary violence and endorsed industrial sabotage, maintaining 
that the success of a genera! strike in bringing about the downfall of 
capitalism and its replacement by a combined economic-political 
leadership of a trade union federation depended on militant leader¬ 
ship. The syndicalists won over a number of socialists who became 
disillusioned with the reformist activities of the socialist parties. 
While the syndicalists became the dominant force in French unions, 
the socialist parties became a major force in Parliament, gaining tin 
spite of syndicalist’s abstentionism) more than t>0 seats in 1893. 
Syndicalism rather than Marxism continued to be the dominant 
political current in the French working class movement until just 
before World War I (Laidler 1968, chap. 22; MacKenzie 1966. p. 114). 

The two main socialist parties merged in 1905 on a program that 
accepted both the eventual need for a revolution and the necessity of 
pursuing short-run reforms. In 1906 the new unified Socialist Party 
polled almost 900,000 votes and in 1914 it raised its total to 1-4 
million, sending over 100 representatives to the French Parliament. 
Throughout this period the syndicalist-dominated trade union move¬ 
ment, itself divided between revolutionary and reformist oriented 
wings, insisted on keeping its independence from t |-' vor . 

Socialist Party (Laidler 1968, p. 304; MacKenzie 1966, p. 1W In 
France, as in Germany, anticlass ideas gained hegemony in the work 


lne Although in the wake of the general European wrki ig class 
uDheaval of 1918-19 the Communist Party became an important .one 

the French working class, the My 

through France’s defeat by Germany m 1941 n 9M a Popular 
Front led by Socialist Leon Blum with the support o 
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Parly (the Party voted with Blum but declined any ministeries) as¬ 
sumed the reigns of government and proceeded to institute a series of 
important working class reforms (e g., the 40-hour week, improved 
social security, legalized collective bargaining, and nationalization of 
the munitions industries). However, widespread working class enthu¬ 
siasm was crushed (as were strikes) when it became clear that the 
Blum government was not about to initiate a thorough socialist 
transformation of French society. In the wake of disillusionment, the 
reactivated right replaced the Blum government in 1938 and, in good 
part, collaborated with the Nazi invaders, establishing the violently 
antisocialist profascist Vichy regime in that part of France not oc¬ 
cupied by Hitler’s armies. 

The Communist Party grew into a major force by leading the 
active French resistance to the Nazis. Its resultant immediate post¬ 
war prestige spread way beyond the working class of the leftist 
Socialists. It emerged from the war much stronger than the old 
Socialist Party. In the face of the Allied military occupation of 
France, the French Communists, in spite of their considerable 
strength, choose to join a coalition government led by Charles de 
Gaulle, rather than attempt to lead a revolutionary process (as the 
local Communist Parties did in Greece and Yugoslavia). The Commu¬ 
nist Parly continued to be the principal working class party through¬ 
out the post-World War II period. The election of Francois Mitterrand 
and the landslide victory of his reborn Socialist Party in 1980 (with a 
moderate program of reform) represented the first time since the 
1930s that this party successfully challenged the Communists for 
predominance within the French working class. In the 1980 legislative 
elections the Socialist Party received 37.5 percent, the Communist 
Party 16.2 percent, and independent Socialists 2.0 percent of the total 
vote cast. The vast majority of French workers continue to identify 
themselves as socialists (of one or another variety). 

THE SOCIALIST MOVEMENT IN THE UNITED STATES 

The working class socialist movement in the United States orig¬ 
inated from the migration of revolutionary refugees (mostly workers) 
from Germany after the crushing of the revolutions of 1848 * In 1853 
these immigrants organized the American Workingmen’s Alliance, 
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whose Purpose was to build an independent labor partv in the United 
States. However, the energy of the emigres of 1848 was soon absorb 
in the antis! a very movement and working class socialism withered 
until the late 1860s. I he rapid expansion of capitalism in this period 
the intensification of immigration, the rapid growth of industrial 
urban slums, and the disillusionment of the immigrants about their 
life in the United States (there were many myths about the streets 
being paved in gold ) combined to give birth to both leftist working 
class parties and militant unionism. The National Labor Union had 
over 200,000 members in 1869, many of its leading members were 
also members of the International Workingmen’s Association (Laidler 
1968, p. 577; hried 1970, p. 182). In 1870 a provisional centra! commit¬ 
tee of the International Workingmen’s Association in the United 
States was set up that had over 30 sections based in different immi¬ 
grant groups. The International's world headquarters was moved to 
the United States in 1872 in the face of repression in Europe. In 1869 
a group of German immigrants organized a Lassallean group, the 
Universal German Workingmen’s Association, which in 1877 became 
the Socialist Labor Party (SLP). In the wake of a national wave of 
strikes and urban riots in the summer of 1877 the Socialists did quite 
well in local elections. They polled 7,000 votes in Chicago, 9,000 in 
Cincinnati, 6,000 in Buffalo, and actually elected a number of city 
officials in Milwaukee. Socialist influence had spread out of the 
German immigrant communities. By 1877 there were 8 socialist news¬ 
papers in English (and 14 in German) (Fried 1970, p, 185). In spite of 
its Lassallean origins the SLP adopted Marxist noninsurrectionist 
politics, and after a nadir in the mid- 1880s (following the hysteria 
and repression after the Hay market incident of 1886 in which a 
number of police were killed at a strike rally) grew over the course of 
the 1890s (Laidler 1968. pp. 578-79; Fried 1870, p. 190). 

In the 1870s and 1880s the major trade union movement in the 
United States was the Knights of Labor. The Knights called for the 
abolition of the wage system and for public and cooperative owner¬ 
ship of industry. Feeling that strikes were futile, the Knights called 
for political action as well as for workers to establish producer and 
consumer cooperatives as the way to replace capitalism with social¬ 
ism. The Knights had over 1 million members (it was not necessary 
to be a worker to be a member). Although the Knights’ leadership 
officially repudiated the use of strikes, members would occasionally 
be driven to take strike action out of desperation. In fact, a rare 
successful strike against railroad baron Jay Gould gave considerable 
impetus to the organization. 

In the course of the winter of 1880-86 a more or less spontaneous 
movement grew up within the Knights of Labor calling for a general 
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strike in the spring of 1886 for the eight-hour day. 1 he traditional 
beginning of spring. May 1, was set for the strike to begin, the idea 
being that all the working people of the United States should refuse 
to work until the capitalists granted the eight-hour day. Only in 
Chicago the center of working class radicalism and militant union¬ 
ism was the strike successful. After a number of workers were killed 
on a picket line bv the police, a rally was called m downtown 
Chicago in protest (at the Haymarket Square). At the end of the rally 
someone (whose identify has never been determined) threw a dyna¬ 
mite bomb into the ranks of the police, killing a number. The first 
national Red Scare, which included widespread repression against all 
working class radical organizations as well as the Knights of Labor, 
ensued. The Knights as well as the rest of the socialist and working 
class movement suffered greviously (the Knights, in fact, never re¬ 
covered). . 

It is of interest to note that the 1886 events in Chicago became 

the historical origin of May Day (International Workers’ Day), which 
is celebrated throughout most of the world on May 1. In support of 
the American movement, as well as in support of their own move¬ 
ment for the eight-hour day, the European Socialist Parties called a 
24-hour general strike for May 1, 1890. The idea caught on and the 
Second International made May 1 an international day of workers’ 
solidarity. The International called for an annual one-day strike that 
would: express the support of workers in every land for the struggle 
of workers everywhere; commemorate the martyrs who had suffered 
and those who had been killed in the struggle for workers’ liberation; 
and express the immediate demands of the working class in each 
country for the eight-hour day (as well as raise other issues) (see 
Boyer and Morais 1965, chap. 3). 

In the late 1880s and 1890s an anticapitalist movement grew up 
in the United States that achieved considerable support, especially 
among small family farmers and sharecroppers of the South and 
Midwest—The People’s Party. Many unions including the remnants 
of the Knights of Labor and the United Mine Workers supported the 
People’s Party (also known as the Populists). The People's Party 
advocated the nationalization and public ownership of all the rail¬ 
ways, banks, and grain elevator companies, as well as the break up 
of the monopolies. It favored small-scale economic units (of which the 
family farm was the ideal) and cooperatives as the w^ay society 
should be organized economically. In the presidential elections of 
1892 it won 9 percent of the vote. It also won the governorship of 
four states, two U.S. Senate seats and 11 seats in the House of 
Representatives, For a few years, the People's Party was a major 
force in both the Midwest and the South. In 1896 the People’s Party 
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spin, with its center and right wing fusing with the Democratic 
Party behind the candidacy of William Jennings Bryan (who had a 
reputation as a moderate Populist because of his rhetoric against big 
financial interests). The left wing of the party, which was based 
mostly among the poor dirt farmers of the southern Midwest, largelv 
joined the new Socialist Party in the first years of the twentieth 
century (see Hicks 1961; Pollack 1962). 

The Socialist Labor Party became fractured in the late 1890s 
between those who advocated “revolution pure and simple” fi.e„ that 
the party should not fight for any reforms within capitalism such as 
increased wages or ending racial discrimination because the advocacy 
of such demands was "nonsense and untrue”), and those who insisted 
that the Socialists must fight for short run improvements in workers’ 
lives. In 1899 the former tendency, articulated by Daniel DeLeon, 
gained control and the other left the party. In 1901 this latter faction 
together with left-wing ex-Populists and other independent Socialists 
including Eugene Debs (who was a prominent militant labor leader, 
recently converted to socialism) and Victor Berger, a prominent 
Milwaukee Socialist, formed the Socialist Party. The majority of the 
membership of the new Socialist Party, unlike that of the old Socialist 
Labor Party (which was based mostly on immigrant workers) was 
native born. In 1912 approximately 80 percent of its membership had 
been born in the United States (Laidler 1968, pp. 582-83; Weinstein 
1967, p. 328). 

The new Socialist Party grew rapidly, winning 900,000 votes for 
president in 1912 (approximately 6 percent of the total vote) and 
considerably more actual support (many workers did not vote for 
Socialist candidates because they were afraid of “wasting their vote”: 
many Socialist votes were not counted in areas u'here no Socialist 
was a poll watcher). In 1912 the party had over 1,000 members 
holding public office, including 79 mayors, 300 aldermen, and 20 
state legislators. The first socialist U.S. Congressman was elected in 
1910. In 1912 there were a total of 323 different socialist newspapers 
and journals. The largest of these, the Appeal to Reason, had a 
circulation of three-fourths of a million. Others such as the Jewish 
Daily Forward and National Ripsaw had circulations of over 100,000. 
Other than in a few industrial concentrations such as Milwaukee 
(where there was a Socialist mayor most of the time between 1910 
and 1940), Bridgeport, Connecticut (where there was a Socialist 
Mayor until the 1950s), Reading, and New York City, the largest 
concentrations of Socialist support were in areas with large number? 
of poor farmers or miners such as Oklahoma,^ Texas, Arkansas. 
Missouri, Nevada, and Idaho (Fried 1970, pp. 382-83). 

Socialist ideas had considerable influence in many unions, among 
them the brewers, the carpenters, the shoemakers, and the coal 
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miners It was common for the constitutions of the early unions to 
have preambles that declared support for public ownership of the 
means of production. However, after the demise of the Knights of 
Labor unions were prettv much limited to organizing crafts workers. 
The now dominant American Federation of Labor came to focus its 
activities on the day-to-day issues of better working conditions, 
shorter hours, and better pay (“more, more, more ) rather than on 

transforming the capitalist system. 

In 1905 a number of left-wing Socialists and leftist unionists 
came together because of a call by the radical Western Federation of 
Miners (which had been leading a series of militant and violently 
suppressed strikes in Colorado and Idaho) to form a new revolution¬ 
ary union movement—the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). 
Within a few years the IWW came to adopt syndicalist politics similar 
to those of the dominant union tendency in France. They felt that 
participation in elections or working for political reforms was a 
mistake that only fostered illusions and that capitalism would have 
to be gotten rid of through a general strike of all working people. 
Unlike the American Federation of Labor affiliated unions. IWW 
unions refused to sign labor contracts that pledged not to strike, It 
organized mostlv the unskilled, focused on campaigning against the 
capitalist system, and led a number of very militant strikes. The 
IWW soon came to have an exclusively working class membership (it 
was hostile to intellectuals as a matter of principle). The “Wobblies” 
came to have considerable influence (at least for a time) among 
Western metal miners, lumber workers of the Northwest, agricultural 
laborers in California and the upper Midwest, and textile workers in 
the Northeast (especially around Lawrence, Massachusetts, and 
Paterson, New jersey). It had perhaps 100,000 members at its peak 
just before World War I. During the war it was systematically 
repressed by the U.S. government for refusing to support the U.S, 
side in the war, and never recovered (Fried 1970, pp. 448-49; Dubofsky 
1969; Boyer and Morais 1965, chap, 6). 

The Socialist Party, which like the IWW refused to support 
World War I, also suffered from repression by the U.S. government. 
Its leaders, like those of the IWW, were arrested and imprisoned, its 
periodicals were excluded from the mails, and its members suffered 
considerable intimidation. However, at the end of the war the Social¬ 
ist Party emerged with approximately the same membership as before 
(about 100,000), but its social basis had changed. It lost much of its 
support among small farmers in the Midwest and picked up con¬ 
siderable support among the new immigrant workers in industrial 
areas such as New York City. In 1919 53 percent of the party was 
foreign born (Weinstein 1967, p. 328). 
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Although Eugene Debs received over a million votes for president 
from his cell m the federal penitentiary in Atlanta (where he had 
been sentenced for a speech against U.S. participation in World War 
1), the party soon faded away as a significant force in the US 
working class. In 1919 the Socialist Party split on the issue of'the 
Russian Revolution, with the party's left leaving the organization to 
found the new Communist Party. The Communist Party, composed 
of about 90% foreign-born immigrant workers through the 1920s, 
became a minor force in the working class, leading a number of 
major strikes. In the 1930s the Communists expanded rapidly (espe¬ 
cially after 1934), growing to about 100,000 members in the mid- 
1940s. It played a major role in organizing and leading a number of 
important unions, such as the United Automobile Workers, the United 
Steel Workers, the United Electrical Workers, the Mine Mill and 
Smelter Workers (the successor of the old Western Federation of 
Miners), the International Longshoremen and Warehousemen’s Union, 
the National Maritime Union, and the International Woodworkers of 
America. Communists and Communist supporters were elected to 
public office in New York City, including a congressman. Mark 
Antonio, and New York City councilman, Benjamin Davis (who had 
heavy support in Harlem). The party was effectively repressed in the 
early 1950s (see Caute 1978). 

In conclusion, we see that socialist ideas through the 1940s 
played an important role in the U.S. working class. However, social¬ 
ist ideas never established firm roots (as socialism did in all the other 
industrial capitalist countries). Numerous explanations have been 
offered as to why no massive working class socialism consolidated in 
the United States (see Lipset and Laslett 1974). Some of the explana¬ 
tions offered do not appear to carry too much weight since they are 
not factors which, in fact, differentiate between Europe and the 
United States. It has been said that the state repression of the Left. 


especially in the 1917-23 and 1947-56 periods was responsible, but the 
European socialist movement experienced equivalent if not worse 
repression. It has been said that there was greater upward mobility 
in the United States that channeled discontent into the individual 
pursuit of the good life (rather than forcing workers to take class 
action, as would be the case if individual mobility was blocked). 
However, the rate of upward mobility in the United States was not 
significantly different than in the industrial areas of Europe. The 
two-party system induced by the plurality take-all system of voting 
and various constitutional and religious traditions in the United 
States have also been suggested as causes. Yet, in Europe single 
district plurality take-all systems were common before the rise of the 
socialist working class parties, and conservative traditions were also 
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prevalent in many countries where socialist movements later gained 
hegemony in the working class. 

It would seem that the two principal factors that were systema¬ 
tically different in Europe and the United States and thus appear to 
be factors in accounting for the lack of a massive socialist working 
class tradition in the United States are: the ethnic diversity and 
consequent mutual antagonism and ethnic identifications of the U.S. 
working class: and the exceptional standard of living that American 
workers maintained from the beginnings of industrialization through 
the 1960s. As has been seen, unlike as in Europe the new industrial 
working class in the United States was made of up immigrants from 
many different foreign countries, each speaking their own language, 
each with their own customs and religions, each living in their own 
ethnic communities, and each (except for the Jews) considering their 
life here as that of temporary migrant laborers. The first generation 
of workers identified as Polish, Italian, Jewish, Irish, and so forth 
and not as workers. The oppressions of life in America were, in good 
part, attributed to ethnic prejudice or bad luck, and, in any event, 
were often considered the cost of accumulating money to go home. 
The immigrants did not feel trapped by the system. Nor did they feel 
that they had that much in common with other ethnic groups, some 
of which were in a slightly better position (and towards whom they 
felt jealous), and others of whom they had slight advantages over 
(and towards whom they felt protective of their petty privilege). 
Ethnic differences and antagonisms were often manipulated by the 
capitalists to keep the various groups in the working class from 
uniting with each other against the interests of the owners of in¬ 
dustry. Hostility between the older Irish immigrants and the new 
southern and eastern Europeans was used just as later was the 
antagonism between the southern and eastern Europeans and the 
new immigrant workers from the South (especially blacks). 

The other major factor that seems to have operated to under¬ 
mine socialism in the U.S. working class was the immediate compar¬ 
ison that immigrant workers and their children could make to living 
standards in the old country (or the South) with their condition in 
the industrial areas of the U.S. However exploitative and oppressive 
conditions were, workers clearly had a higher standard of living in 
the United States than in Europe. This was confirmed also by the 
fact that the majority of immigrant workers eventually decided to 
stay in the United States. The U.S. capitalist system claimed credit 
for the high living standards of American workers, and in the ab¬ 
sence of an effective alternative explanation offered by a leftist party, 
succeeded in receiving it. It should be noted, however, that in the 
1970s the living standards of the working class in western and 
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northern Europe (e.g, Germany, Switzerland, the Low Countries 
and Scand.nav,a) caught up to, and in most cases surpassed thattf 
U.S. workers (although the disparity between U.S. wages and those 
m areas where the new migrants were coming from mostly Larin 
Amenca, remained the same). It should also be noted that the degr« 
o ethnic diversity in the U.S. working class no longer differs su£ 
s antially from that of Europe. In both areas there is now a majority 
of ethnically homogeneous workers speaking the same language and 
sharing common traditions and customs, and a significant minority 
of immigrant workers concentrated in the lowest paid and most 
menial jobs, and who consequently suffer all-around discrimination 
and humiliation. Thus, the two factors that seem to have played the 
principal role in hindering the development of socialist consciousness 
among U.S. workers, while facilitating it among European workers, 
are operative no longer. The U.S. working class is no longer an 
exception. In the future, then, one would expect that a revival of 
socialist ideas in the Western working class should have a similar 
appeal in both Europe and the United States (but not, necessarily 
equal to that of socialism in the less-developed countries). 

A third factor that would seem to have played a role in the 
hindering of a socialist consciousness among U.S. workers is the fact 
that until the Vietnam War the United States never clearly lost a 
war. U.S. society was, thus, spared the confidence-shaking delegimi- 
tizing effects that are the consequent of such events. Americanism 
and the American economic system (capitalism) were, thus, never 
discredited the way they were in most of Europe, especially Russia, 
Germany, and Italy after World War I. or in Italy, France, Greece, 
and most of eastern Europe after World War II (or in France in 1871 
and Russia in 1905). The patriotism incumbent on the Spanish Amer¬ 
ican War, and especially the victories of the First and Second World 
Wars, caught the U.S. working class up in the “great American 
celebration," consolidating patriotic sentiments that had been care¬ 
fully fostered in the compulsory educational system (e.g., the Pledge 
of Allegiance, the Star Spangled Banner, required civics, American 
history courses, and so on). The second generation of immigrants 
was particularly susceptible to American patriotism (and the accep¬ 
tance of capitalism that it was made to imply) by the inferiorization 
of those who identified with the old country’s ways. Thus, to be an 
American became very important for the self-respect of the immi¬ 
grants’ children. And being an American was justified and reinforced 
not only by higher living standards compared to the old country, but 
also by the great military victories in which working class youth 
participated as soldiers. 
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THE USSR 

Except for two months of the Paris Commune of 1871, the first 
time a working class movement with a secular ideology ever took 
state power was in the Russian Revolution of 1917.* It was in Russia 
for the first time that a working class revolution was able to over¬ 
throw capitalist institutions and attempt to implement the socialist 
ideal of the abolition of exploitative class relations. 

Although Russia was predominantly a rural and peasant country 
there were some major industrial concentrations (the most important 
of which was in Petrograd, where the means of production were 
campatible to those in Western Europe). In 1912, 43 percent of all 
workers worked in factories employing over 1,000. There were 3 
million workers in 1900, half of whom had fathers who had also been 
workers, with most of the rest being migrants (often seasonal) from 
peasant areas—and who, thus, had close contacts with the peasan¬ 
try. The Russian working class lived in incredibly poor conditions of 
overcrowding, malnutrition, and lack of sanitation as well as worked 
under especially dignity denying and exploitative conditions. The 
industrial working class and its organizations became major forces in 
the industrial areas. 

The first Marxist group in Russia, the Emancipation of Labor, 
was founded by young intellectuals in 1883. In 1895 VJ. Lenin helped 
organize the Militant Union for the Emancipation of Labor, the first 
group with significant support from factory workers. In 1898 the 
Marxist Russian Social Democratic Labor Party was formed. Al¬ 
though they were illegal, the Russian Social Democrats soon gained 
considerable support among Russian workers. In 1912 there was a 
formal split between the reformists (Mensheviks) and the revolution¬ 
aries (Bolsheviks) within the Russian Party (with Lenin becoming 
the principal figure among the Bolsheviks). In January 1917 the 
Bolshevik organization had about 23,000 members (mostly factory 
workers and soldiers). In February 1917 there was a spontaneous 
revolution set off by a strike of women workers in Petrograd. a strike 
that proved contagious in the intolerable conditions of the winter of 
1917, when the Russian army was falling apart in the face of a 
German offensive (after three years of bloody war), food was scarce, 
and the peasantry was seething with resentment against their land- 


* I his section relies heavily on: Bornstein 1974: Cattle 1966; Gregory and Stuart 
1974; Laidler 1968, pt. 4; Lane 1971; Lane 1977; Liebman 1970: Nettl 1967: Osborn 
1970; Parkin 1971: Trotsky 1967: Wolf 1969; Yanowitch and Fisher 1973; Ya now itch 
1977. 


lords and the czar (their sons were dying in the war by the hundreds 
of thousands). Grass-root councils both among factory workers and 
soldiers in the army were set up throughout Russia. These “Soviets” 
together with a new provisional government assumed political power, 
displacing the czarist state. Over the course of 1917 discontent and 
tension grew, manifesting itself in a series of spontaneous and mili¬ 
tant demonstrations in the summer against a government that was 
becoming increasingly unpopular because it brought neither peace, 
land, nor bread. The Provisional Government met these demonstrations 
with repression of the Left (e.g., Lenin had to go into hiding). 

The Bolshevik membership and support nevertheless continued 
to grow astronomically. From a membership of 23,000 in January, it 
grew to about 250,000 in October (Schapiro 1960, p, 171). The Bol¬ 
sheviks won the majority of the vote in the Soviets of the major 
industrial areas and in September began calling for AH Power to the 
Workers’ Councils and Peace, Land, Bread. At the All-Russian 
Congress of Workers’ Councils held in late October 45 percent of the 
elected delegates were Bolsheviks and 25 percent Social Revolution¬ 
aries (the majority of which supported the Bolsheviks). The Bolshe¬ 
viks had won the leadership of the Russian working class. Conditions 
had reached the boiling point in the fall and the Bolsheviks organized 
an insurrection that overthrew the Provisional Government and 
established the system of workers’ councils as the sole political power 
in the country (see Liebman 1970 and Wolf 1969). 

The new government of workers' councils with Bolshevik leader¬ 
ship nationalized the land, turning it over to the peasants, took over 
the major industries, granted independence to Poland and Finland, 
radically liberalized family legislation, greatly strengthened the un¬ 
ions, reduced the wages of state officials to that of workers, and 
implemented wide-ranging equalitarian and socialist programs. 

The new society organized by Russian socialists experienced 
considerable hardships in its first generation. First, there was a long 
and bitter civil war in which the old propertied class, armed and 
aided by troops from over a dozen capitalist countries (including the 
United States), tried to overthrow the new workers' government. 
Then there was a bitter conflict with the peasantry, first about 
supplying the urban workers with enough food, and later around 
replacing individual farming with more efficient and socialized collec¬ 
tive farms. The new socialist state was also faced with a trade 
boycott by the Western powers (the United States did not recognize 
the new regime until 1933), the need to rapidly industrialize to 
improve living standards and defend against a threatened secon 
invasion by the major capitalist countries, the Nazi in\asion o _ 
(which cost the lives of approximately 20 million boviets), and 
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costly reconstruction of the devastated most developed western part 
of the country from 1945 to 1950, From the mid-1930s the Soviets 
also had to bear the incredible costs of trying to maintain military 
parity first with Germany and Japan and then with the United 
States (which emerged from World War II as the overwhelmingly 
dominant force in the world). All three of these powers were the self- 
declared enemy of socialism in general and the Soviet Union in 
particular. In the face of these grievious problems the Soviet Union 
experienced many sharp internal conflicts (some of which became 
rather bloody) as well as a great concentration of decision-making 
power. Nevertheless, as the first country in the world in which the 
working class actually seized political power (and held it for more 
than a few months), and where a protracted attempt was made to 
institute the socialist idea of abolishing exploitative classes, it is very 
important for us to examine the extent of class inequality and social 
differentiation that came to exist in the USSR. 

The average wages of various sectors of the Soviet labor force in 
1965 and 1973 are shown in Table 13.1. The highest paid are indus¬ 
trial engineering and technical personnel, who in 1973 earned an 
average of 1.27 times the wages of industrial workers. In 1973 it was 
only this group that earned more than industrial workers. The 


TABLE 13.1: Changes in Average Wages in the USSR, 
1965-73 


Category of Wage Earners 

7965 1973 

(in rubies) 

Increase 

(%) 

Ratio of 
Wages to 
Industrial 
Worker 
Wages 
(1973) 

Employees ol the state apparatus 

106 

126 

19 

0.86 

Industrial engineering and 
technical personnel 

148 

185 

25 

1.27 

Education and culture employees 

94 

121 

29 

0.83 

Trade and service employees 

75 

102 

36 

0.70 

Industrial white-collar workers 

86 

119 

38 

0.82 

Industrial workers 

102 

146 

43 

1.00 

State Farm workers 

72 

116 

61 

0.79 

Collective farmers 

49 

87 

78 

0.60 

All workers and employees 
excluding collective farmers} 

97 

135 

39 

0.92 


Source: Hough, 1970. 
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spread between the highest and lowest paid groups was 2.1 times, 
while in 1965 it had been 3.0 times. The eight-year trend from 1965 
to 1973 shows a clear tendency for the highest paid occupations in 
1965 to have the slowest rate of growth in wages while the lowest 
paid occupations had the highest rates of growth. The major excep¬ 
tion to this trend would appear to be industrial workers, who were 
rather well paid in 1965 but who nevertheless received the highest 
increase in wages of any nonagricultural group. 

Perhaps a better idea of the wage spread in the Soviet Union can 
be gotten from data on occupations within the same industry. In 
1965 the average wages of machine-building personnel in Leningrad 
(a key industry in a major manufacturing city) showed that the 
highest paid category of workers, the executives of labor collectives 
and of public and state organizations, earned 1.7 times the wages of 
skilled operatives (Shkaraton 1973, p. 81). In the construction indus¬ 
try in 1969 the highest paid managers and specialists earned about 
1.4 times as much as time-rate workers in the highest pay grade 
(Osborn 1970, p. 176). 

It should be noted that the average earnings of production 
workers in certain segments of Soviet industries exceed those of 
engineering and technical personnel in many industries. For example, 
in 1969, steel workers averaged 145 rubles a month, lumber workers 
143. and coal miners (the highest paid) 210. This compared with 
monthly earnings of 138 rubies for engineering and technical person¬ 
nel in light industry and the same group's average monthly salary of 
172 rubles in Soviet industry as a whole (Yanowitch 1977, p. 32). 
There appears to be a strong tendency towards egalitarianism in 
wages and also a tendency to favor industrial workers. The trend 
toward wage equalization has been continuous since the 1940s (D. 


Lane 1971. p. 73). 

The highest paid people in the Soviet Union are prominent 
artists, writers, leading university administrators, professors, and 
scientists. In the mid-1960s the president of the Soviet Academy of 
Sciences made 1.500 rubles a month and leading uni\ersit> presi ents 
1,200. A few famous artists and performers have incomes in me 
same range. In the 1960s and 1970s leading government officials 
earned about 600 rubles a month, about four times the mid-IMb 
wages of industrial workers, and leading enterprisedirectors from 
190 to 400 rubles a month (exclusive of bonuses) which was atx 
1.3 to 2.7 times worker wages (Matthews 1972, PP - 91 

In 1956 the ratio of the wage exceeded by the top 10 percen of 
Soviet employees and workers (excluding only coecn _ ^ ^ 

the wage exceeded by 90 percent was 4.4, in . 9 „ ( j| 0U Jh 

and in 1975 (if the intentions of the plan were lultille — 
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1976, p. 12). Again, the rather strong egalitarian trend in the Soviet 
Union can be seen. In the United States in 1974, the similar spread 
(in family income) was roughly 6.2 times (U.S. Department of Com¬ 
merce, 1975, p. 373). In 1956 the ratio of the average wages of the 10 
percent highest paid to the 10 percent lowest paid was 8 to 1; in 1975 
it was only 4 to 1. In the United States in 1974, the similar ratio was 
roughly 12 to 1 (Yanowitch 1977, p. 25). Even those whose concep¬ 
tualization of income distribution is designed to make Soviet income 
distribution look as nonegalitarian as possible have been forced to 
conclude that it is about twice as egalitarian as the American (Wiles 
1974, p. 48). 

When, as such critical authors do, the ratio of the lower limits of 
the upper decile are compared to the upper limits of the lower decile 
the Soviet income differentiation looks somewhat less egalitarian 
than it really is because the absence of very high incomes in the 
Soviet Union is not taken into account. The very highest incomes in 
the Soviet Union (of which there are very few) are roughly ten times 
more than the average industrial wage, while the wages of the highest 
level state ministers and enterprise managers are about 2.7 to 4.0 
times the average industrial wage. The ratios of the very highest to 
the average industrial wage must be compared to the equivalent 
income distribution in the United States. In the United States in 
1973, there were about 1,000 individuals who had an income of at 
least a million dollars a year, while the annual wage in manufactur¬ 
ing was $8,500 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1975, pp. 233, 366). 
Assuming (very conservatively) a million dollars a year as the highest 
income level in the United States, this is a ratio of roughly 115 times 
compared to the Soviet ratio of approximately ten times. In the 
United States the pay of top managers (including income from stock 
options) in the leading corporations in the mid-1970s was around a 
million dollars a year. For example, in 1970 the president of ITT 
earned $1,242,000, the president of Xerox $1,032,000, and the presi¬ 
dent of Atlantic Richfield $972,000 (Tuckman 1973, pp. 44-45). Again, 
comparing such incomes to the income of U.S. production workers, 
we have a ratio of roughly 115:1 as compared to the equivalent Soviet 
ratio of about 2.7:1 between the best paid managers and the average 
industrial wage, and a ratio of about 4:1 between the heads of 
ministries and the average industrial wage. Thus, when we compare 
the highest incomes with the average income, we see that the Soviet 
Union is far more egalitarian than the United States. 

Furthermore, while there has been no appreciable decrease in 
income inequality in the last generation in the United States, in the 
20 years between the mid-1950s and the mid-1970s the Soviets have 
eliminated about half of the inequality in their income distribution 


(reducing the ratio of the highest decile to the lowest decile average 
wages from 8 to 1 to 4 to 1)—a radical reduction in inequality in a 
very short time (U.S. Department of Commerce 1975a, p. 392). 

In the United States in 1973, male self-employed professionals 
earned on average $20,500 a year while salaried physicians and 
surgeons earned $25,000 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1975a, pp. 
366, 370). The ratio of these earnings to the average industrial wage 
in the United States in 1973 was 2.4:1 and 2.9:1 respectively. This is 
approximately the same as the ratio in the Soviet Union of the 
highest managerial incomes to the industrial wage, and considerably 
more than the average managerial wage to the average industrial 
wage. Thus, the spread between top management and production 
workers in the Soviet Union is more or less the same as that between 
petty bourgeois professionals and industrial workers in (he United 
States, This suggests that the leading stratum in the Soviet Union 
is, at least in income terms, similar to the U.S. professional petty 
bourgeoisie rather than to the U.S. capitalist class (of either top 
corporate managers or the multimillionaire wealthy). 

Soviet data on wages are complicated by two factors. On the one 
hand, they underestimate the income of managers and directors by 
leaving out bonuses earned over and above wages (bonuses average 
about 25 to 30 percent of managerial wages) as well as their priv¬ 
ileged access to fringe benefits such as automobiles, summer houses, 
and so on (Gregory and Stuart 1974, pp. 189-90, 399). On the other 
hand, the state provides a wide range of free and heavily subsidized 
goods and services that disproportionately favor the low income 


groups. 

State pricing policy sets the price of basic necessities such as 
basic foodstuffs below their value and luxury goods above their 
value. This means that a wage spread of 3:1 is actually considerably 
less than this when measured against the actual value of the goods 
and services purchased by the high and low wage earners. Most of 
the lowest wage earners income goes to purchase goods and sen ices 
obtainable below their value (or cost of production) while a good 
share, if not most, of the income of the highest wage earners pur¬ 
chases goods at a cost considerably above their \alue (e.g.. auto 
mobiles and personal luxury goods) (Bomstein 1974). 

Besides the equalizing effect of the pricing policy on necessities 
and luxuries, another major equalizing effect C0I ^ es 
welfare services (often referred to as the social wage ). uc ne i s 
available to all include free medical care, free education at all levels 
including college, heavily subsidized housing (rents are ^ 
the level required to maintain housing), heavily subsidized ch • 

generous pensions, paid maternity leave, and so on, all ot 
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considerably increase family income for manual workers in particular 
(Osborn 1970. p. 50). The relative proportion of the social wage in 
total worker compensation has risen over the last generation. As a 
percentage of individual earnings it rose from 23 percent in 1940 and 
29 percent in 1950, to 35 percent through the 1960s (Osborn 1970, p. 
32). Because the social wage adds about the same absolute amount to 
each household, it has a considerable equalizing effect on total family 
income. In 1966 it has been estimated that free goods and services 
averaged about 60 percent of the income of the lowest paid workers 
families but only 20 percent of the income of the highest paid. In 
heavy industry the spread of about 2 to 1 in take-home wages is 
reduced to about 1.5 to 1 because of the egalitarian effect of services 
provided on the basis of need (Osborn 1970, pp. 48-50). In addition to 
trends toward reducing wage differentials and increasing free goods 
and services, in recent years the minimum wage and pensions have 
been greatly increased, and also the income tax used increasingly to 
promote equality (Parkin 1971, p. 144). 

While it could be that higher paid strata in the Soviet Union 
have far easier access to scarce goods, such as cars and housing 
(thus manifesting far greater inequality in possession of material 
goods than is suggested by the income distribution), this does not 
appear to be the case. The relative egalitarianism of income is 
reflected in the distribution of housing. A study done in the mid- 
1960s showed that the quality of housing for higher professionals 
was, on average, about 1.7 times better than that of simiskilled 
workers. Another study found that sociooccupational status only 
correlated about 0.1 with the amount of housing space per family (D. 
Lane 1971, p. 78). There is no consistent pattern of neighborhoods 
differentiated by income level. There are, for example, a few fairly 
exclusive neighborhoods in Moscow where leading officials of the 
Communist Party and its employees live, but there are also many 
cases (for example) of janitors and full professors at leading univer¬ 
sities living in the same apartment building. It is normal for govern¬ 
ment and enterprise officials to live in the same apartments as 
production workers (see Osborn 1970, chap. 6). 

Similar, but not quite as egalitarian, results have been found for 
automobile ownership. Studies show that enterprise directors and 
leading professional people have about a 2.5 times higher probability 
of owning an automobile than do manual workers (Shkaraton 1973b, 
p. 95; Yanowitch 1977, p. 45). Thus, the chances of owning a car are 
roughly proportional to the income differential between the highest 
paid managers and production workers, and do not reflect any special 
access to automobiles by the intelligentsia beyond that accounted for 
by their higher incomes. 


In summary, although it certainly is true that managers receive 
bonuses averaging 25 to 30 percent of their income (workers receive 
bonuses as well) and have access to special privileges such as the 
automobiles belonging to the enterprise, the weight of the evidence 
leads us to conclude that such effects, when set against the generous 
subsidies to the lower paid strata, do not make the distribution of 
material goods more unequal. In fact, the evidence suggests that the 
distribution of material goods is even more egalitarian than the 
income statistics indicate. In conclusion, it would appear that the 
differences in material living standards between managers and gov¬ 
ernment ministers in the USSR and industrial workers come dose to 
the difference between professionals and industrial workers in the 


Western capitalist countries. Nothing like the gap between million¬ 
aires and workers that exists in the United States can be found in 
the USSR. It would seem that socialism has been a success, at least 
jn radically reducing economic inequality, eliminating a wealthy 
propertied class, and in guaranteeing a wide range of free and heavily 
subsidized goods and services to the working class (goods that are 
provided on the basis of need). 

Numerous studies of social class formation, t.e.. access to educa¬ 
tion, mobility, intergenerational linkage of privileged positions, social 
backgrounds of the Soviet power elite, intermarriage and friendship 
patterns, consciousness, and life-style confirm the inferences drawn 
from the statistics of income distribution (see Szymanski 1979a, chap. 
4 for a summary of these studies). The evidence on income distribu¬ 
tion reported here together with that on social class formation shows 
that; first, there is no wealthy class that has an income remotely 
comparable to that of the economic elite in the capitalist countries; 
second, no privileged elite social stratum exists with its own high y 
distinctive life-style, exclusive intermarriage patterns, and virtual 
certainty of passing on its top positions to its children (at ms the case 

in the capitalist countries); third, there is an mcome d ' ff Th i en 
the Soviet Union between the higher level managers and the sae 
tific and technical intelligentsia on the one hand and the manual 
working class on the other roughly ink to thrtj 
level professionals and manual workers m t e - m ’ j[ as 

there are distinctive life-style and intermarriage patterns as well as 

intergenerational linkages among the scientific at' 

gentsia that tend to make them a ™ 

the working class and from the po . _, hn : ca i or the 

officials: fifth, tendencies for e«her the scwia '| ts5 are 

managerial-political intelligentsia toerys a > , t j, e .,pj,al 

significantly weaker than the 

ist countries between the economic elite <■ 
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gap between the professional stratum and the working class in the 
USSR is roughly equivalent to that existing between professionals 
and manual workers in the United States); and sixth, the incumbents 
of decision-making positions in the economy and state apparatus are 
not integrated into the technical intelligentsia. Rather, the mana¬ 
gerial stratum appears to be significantly closer to the manual work¬ 
ing class than is the scientific-technical intelligentsia. 

In conclusion, while the Soviet social structure may not match 
the Communist or socialist ideal, it is both qualitatively different 
from, and more equalitarian than, that of the Western capitalist 
countries. Socialism has made a radical difference in favor of the 
working class.’ 1 ' 

CHINESE SOCIALISM 

After the Russian Revolution, the most significant attempt to 
establish a socialist society has been that of the Chinese.t In 1949 
the Communist Party of China came into power in a country con¬ 
taining 25 percent of the world’s people. It commenced to construct a 
socialist society that since 1958 has defined itself as qualitatively 
different (more equalitarian and democratic) than that of the Soviet 
Union, 

Although China was even more of a peasant society than was 
prerevolutionary Russia, the Chinese working class played a key role 
in the Chinese Revolution in giving birth to the Communist Party as 
a major political force. A group of Chinese students and intellectuals 
who were attracted by the Russian Revolution of 1917 founded the 
Chinese Communist Party in 1921. But very soon this new party had 
a base in the Chinese working class (in 1919 there were 1.5 million 
workers in China heavily concentrated in a few coastal centers). By 
1923 the party had become the leading political force in the urban 
working class, organizing many unions and strikes. The party had 
also played a key role in organizing railway workers and miners in 
many areas of China, including the province of Hunan. This combined 
with the influence of Marxist ideas on the peasantry induced through 
the seasonal migration of laborers from the coastal cities (where they 
were politicized) to the interior towns gave the Communists a con- 


*P(ira full discussion of Soviet society see Szymanski 1979a and forthcoming. 

+This discussion in this section relies heavily on: Andors 1977; Bettleheim 1974; 
Hoffman 19/4, Howe 1973. 1978; Schram 1973; Side! 1974; Wheelwright and McFarlane 
1979; Wolf 1969, chap. 3, 


siderable base to influence and lead events when a peasant insurrec¬ 
tion broke out in Hunan Province in 1926 (see Wolf 1969, chap. 3). 

The Communists were violently repressed by the Kuomintang 
(under Chiang Kai-shek) in 1927 (after he used them to get himself 
into power). Because of this violent repression, in which many 
thousands of Communists and militant unionists were killed, the 
Communists found it very difficult to work in the cities. They came 
to concentrate their energy on working among the peasants (where 
they had considerable success). Building up large peasant armies the 
Communists were able in the 1946-49 period to win a civil war 
against the U.S.-supported KMT and seize power. 

Although the Chinese did not consider that they began to imple¬ 
ment distinctively socialist measures until 1955, the Chinese Revolu¬ 
tion immediately undertook the institutionalization of tremendous 
equalitarian changes in Chinese society. The land was expropriated 
from the landlords and turned over to the peasantry. Massive welfare 
and educational programs were undertaken. The commanding peaks 
of the economy were nationalized and run so as to maximize econ¬ 
omic growth. In 1955 the factories that had been left in the hands of 
the capitalists were nationalized, with full compensation paid to the 
owners in bonds. At the same time landownership was collectivized 
(with peasants working it in cooperative groups rather than by indi¬ 
vidual families). Beginning in 1958 the Chinese grew increasingly 
critical of Soviet socialism, which they attacked for being bureau¬ 


cratic, giving too much stress to economic incentives, instituting 
privileges, and making little attempt to break down the division of 
labor between the managerial and technical strata and the laborers. 
During the period of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, a 
number of rather drastic changes were made in the direction of 
decreasing inequality, minimizing the role of economic incentives, 
debureaucratication, and undermining the division of labor. However, 
since the death of Mao Tse-tung, with whom these changes had been 
associated, many of these reforms have been reversed and a system 
very much like that of the Soviets restored. Let us examine t e 
Chinese variant of socialism as it appeared in the 196t-< < period (the 
period during which it differed the most from the Soviet me e ' . , 

Mao Tse-tung’s theory of building socialism, which emphasized 
popular mobilization and voluntarism more than did t e 
model, was first implemented in the 19&8-59 period (during e , ' 
Leap Forward) and reversed in the early 1960s in the ° . 

economic difficulties. It was once again ,mpiemen^d dur.ng the 
Cultural Revolution after 1966. Mao Tse-tung argued that-classes 
continue to exist and be regenerated m socialist 
ically that the regeneration of the ruling class te - 


594 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


CONCLUSIONS: ALTERNATIVES / 595 


party, state, and enterprise officials (because of the continuation of a 
division of labor between them and ordinary workers, and because of 
the privileges and power the former group accrues to themselves), 
Mao argued that the only way to prevent the reemergence of such a 
state capitalist class or "state bourgeoisie" was to ensure the 
thorough integration of the elite with the working people and to 
move to breakdown the division of labor between mental and menial 
labor as well as to radically decrease privileges and prerogatives. 
This implied that all administrative and technical personnel had to 
participate in physical labor, and that all workers should participate 
in decision making and technical innovation. It implied that income 
and life-style differentials had to be decreased, Mao also argued that 
social consciousness should progressively displace individual material 
incentives (such as bonuses, piecework, and wage differentials) in 
motivating workers, so that a communist consciousness of social 
responsibility could be created. Mao emphasized the role of human 
will over technological constraints. For example, Mao argued: “The 
people and the people alone make history"; and “the spirit can be 
transformed into a material force” (Wheelwright and McFarlane 1970, 
p. 126). Mao tended to argue that very rapid progress in both 
industrialization and the achievement of cooperative consciousness 
and institutions could be achieved by collective enthusiasm and 
leadership, independent of the backwardness of technological condi¬ 
tions (Wheelwright and McFarlane 1970, chaps 4,5, 6). 

From 1960 until 1966 Mao and his allies were a minority in the 
Chinese Communist Party leadership. Teng Hsiao-ping and Liu 
Shao-chi, who essentially had the same ideas about socialist con¬ 
struction as did the Soviets, were predominant. However in 1966 a 
massive student upheaval in support of Mao's ideas broke out. In 
1967 this upheaval, the Cultural Revolution, engulfed China in tur¬ 
moil so thorough as to wipe out the Communist Party as an effective 
organization through much of China, while radically criticizing and 
displacing both individual leaders and leadership structures. Once 
Mao gave his public approval to the student movement (a few 
months after it began) it grew like wildfire, sweeping aside even the 
majority of the Party politburo and putting Mao back into the leader¬ 
ship of China. Within a few months something like 15 to 20 million 
students had organized themselves into Red Guards. They traveled 
all over China (being provided with free transport, food, and accom¬ 
modation) carrying criticism of leading party, state, and enterprise 
officials everywhere they went. They attempted to destroy traditional 
ideas, customs, and habits and in their place substitute new socialist 
and communist ones (Wheelwright and McFarlane 1970, chaps. 5,6). 

The mass movement soon spread to the working class, especially 
to the younger and less secure (the temporary and contract workers 


who lacked job tenure, trade union protections, and the many welfare 
benefits guaranteed to the permanent enterprise workers). However, 
large numbers of permanent and older workers, many of whom had 
been critics of the often heavy-handed way enterprises were run, 
supported the movement as well. Workers in January 1967 began to 
seize control of factories, displacing the old administrative party 
committees and appointing factory directors with new Revolutionary- 
Committees elected by workers. The enthusiasm of large groups of 
workers for the Cultural Revolution came to equal that of the stu¬ 
dents. However, while the students tended to be motivated primarily 
by idealism, the workers were more involved in issues of bonuses, 
material incentives, management methods, the role of trade unions, 
the routine of daily work, the role of administrators, and soon. 

The disproportionate involvement of the temporary and less priv¬ 
ileged workers in the Cultural Revolution was given testimony to by 
attempts to abolish the distinction between temporary and perman¬ 
ent workers, and by the abolition of the trade unions. The unions 
were considered to be the defenders of the special privileges of the 
permanent workers against the interests of the temporary workers 
(Andors 1977, pp. 165-67; Schram 1973, pp. 244, 315). 

Large numbers of government, party, and enterprise officials 
were “sent down” to May 7 cadre schools, ’where they had to re¬ 
educate themselves about socialism through a combination of physi¬ 
cal labor and the study of Mao’s writings. Eighty percent of all 
administrators and officials in Peking were sent to such schools 
(Sidel 1974, p, 34). All enterprise, technical, and administrative per¬ 
sonnel were required to share in physical labor. Older workers were 
brought into the schools to teach manual labor skills and to recount 
stories about life in the old prerevolutionary society. Students were 


sent to workplaces to do physical labor as part of their education. 
Students also had to do two years of physical labor in the country¬ 
side before they could attend college (Schram 19/3, p. 312). 

Although many of the institutional changes and practices of the 
Cultural Revolution were reversed during the course of the 1970s, 
with China, in good part, reverting to the practices of the I960 ^ 
period, there were lasting effects of the Cultural Revolution. The 
participation of workers in the Cultural Revolution reaffirmed their 
political status, enhanced their influence in running factories, an 
expanded their influence in social life (see Schram 1973, P- 317). 

Top income in China (leaving aside income from state bonds 
accruing to former capitalists that were guaranteed ongotng income 
from their property in exchange for support of the revoution so 
the Cultural Revolution ranged between 200 and 400 ^ uan a mon . 
These top salaries are received by the top senior ministers, a ew c 
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the top managers in the largest and most important enterprises, top 
level officials, leading academics, and a few prominent artists. 
Managers of large enterprises typically have incomes in the 150-200 
neighborhood (Howe 1978, p. 177; Hoffman 1974, pp, 102-3, 156). This 
compares with the average production worker’s salary of about 60 
Yuan a month (Howe 1978, p. 180). 

One study found that in a sample of eight factories there was a 
ratio of 1.6 between the maximum administrators’ salaries and the 
maximum production workers' salaries, while another found a ratio 
of roughly 4:1 between top administrative salaries and the lowest 
enterprise salaries (Andors 1977, p. 221; Goldwasser and Dowty 1975, 
p. 199). The ratio between the very highest salaries and the average 
income is about 6.5, while the ratio between the salaries of top 
managers and the average is about 3 to 1. These figures are approx¬ 
imately the same as comparable figures for the USSR and reflect 
considerably more equalitarianism than exists in the West. 

Since 1958 there has been a steady tendency for the income 
spread to decrease. There have been a series of upgradings of the 
lowest paid workers. In 1963 lower paid workers were raised one 
wage grade (on the eight point grade system). In 1971 the bottom 
three of the eight grades of industrial workers were upgraded (as 
were the bottom six of the 30 grades in the state administration). In 
October. 1977 the lowest 40 percent of workers received raises (Howe 
1978, p. 176). 

The spread in Chinese incomes (just as is the case in the USSR) 
is reduced by two factors: first, the Chinese subsidize or sell at cost 
most of the basic necessities of life such as medical care, education, 
grains, and housing, while charging very high prices for luxury goods 
such as radios, watches, and televisions (thus the higher wages of 
administrators can actually buy much less in relation to workers' 
salaries than can the lower wages of production workers). For ex¬ 
ample, the retail price of cereals is essentially the price paid the 
peasant, i.e., the state assumes the costs of transporting and market- 
grains (Bettleheim 1974, p. 64). The welfare system also flattens 
the distribution of real income for permanent urban workers. The 
social wage, which roughly represents the same absolute amount 
for most permanent urban workers includes heavily subsidized medi¬ 
cine and health care, 56 paid maternity days’ leave, day care services, 
recreational facilities, and poverty assistance. It seems that enter¬ 
prises set aside about 25 percent of their total wage bill for their 
welfare funds. The proportion of the wage fund going to welfare 
expenditures has risen significantly from 1958 to the mid-1970s. 
Kents are set at between 2 and 5 percent of workers’ income (Hoff¬ 
man 1974, p. 157; Howe 1978, pp. 184-85; Schram 1973, p. 252). 
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The basic philosophy of the Cultural Revolution was eoualitar- 
jan. It not only called for reduction in salary differentials^ also 
for restrictions on the use of wages as a material incentive to mot, 
\ate workers to produce, fn place of the material incentives of piece 
work, bonuses, and highly differentiated wage scales, the Maoists 
emphasized moral incentives"—both of socialist consciousness and 
nonmatenal competition, i.e., the motive to surpass other collectives 
or individuals in output. Group competition among work units fac¬ 
tories and individual competition, with the most productive getting 
awards, their pictures posted, red banners on their machines and so 
on became common (Hoffman 1974, pp. 112-14). Group meetings that 
included self-criticism sessions wTere slacking workers were criti¬ 
cized and the most productive praised by other workers also became 
important institutions. Mass campaigns were organized to inspire 
revolutionary zeal in workers. Mass meetings were held regularly. 
Attempts were made to make workers aware of all aspects of the 
production process and to get them to understand that the success of 
the mass campaigns depended on their efforts (Hoffman 1974, pp 
118. 119). 

The privileges of administrative and technical personnel were 
reduced during the Cultural Revolution. Access to speciat housing, 
better food, and clothing and education for their children were cur¬ 
tailed (Schram 1973, p. 313). There continues to be little difference in 
life-styles among most administrative and professional people and the 
average urban workers. Administrators and professionals dress little 
different from workers and they mostly live in the same apartment 
buildings (Hoffman 1974. p. 157). 

The Cultural Revolution resulted in a considerable influx of 
workers into governmental positions. While before the Cultural Revo¬ 
lution workers represented 23 percent of the total number of those in 
governmental positions, after the Cultural Revolution they were 48 
percent (Andors 1977, p. 212). 
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In summary, Chinese socialism, in spite of a number of rather 
radical shifts in policy, has greatly improved the life of the average 
working person in China, while radically reducing traditional in¬ 
equality, Like Soviet socialism, it has eliminated the wealthy proper¬ 
tied classes and instituted guarantees of a decent standard of living 
(given prerevolutionary Chinese conditions this latter represents a 
most substantial improvement in the life of the average person, even 
while minimal by Western or Soviet standards). 

The movement toward the creation of classless society, which 
came to power in both the largest and in the most populous countries 
on earth in 1917 and 1949 respectively, while not abolishing classes 
altogether, clearly has made qualitative changes in that direction. 
Whatever other problems the existing socialist countries might have 
(and however major the differences among them) the viability of the 
socialist project has been demonstrated. It would seem that their 
relatively low living standards (compared to much of Western Europe 
and the United States) as well as highly centralized decision making 
and the restrictions on organized opposition to their forms of social¬ 
ism are results of the very serious problems these first socialist 
societies have encountered from the legacy of the extreme poverty of 
their recent pasts as well as from foreign hostility and invasion, The 
rapid progress that these first socialist societies have been making in 
economic growth, raising living standards, expanding the ‘‘social 
wage," and increasing popular participation gives substantial evidence 
that the eventual socialist project of abolishing classes can not only 
be realized in the existing socialist countries, but in the presently 
capitalist countries as well. 

CONCLUSION: FUTURE PROSPECTS 

Although fluctuating in strength from decade to decade the move¬ 
ment against organizing society by classes has been gaining momen¬ 
tum since the late Middle Ages. It accelerated over the course of the 
nineteenth century until it bore fruit in the prevalence of socialist 
consciousness among the working classes of most capitalist countries 
by the end of the century. The anticlass movement became a major 
force throughout Europe and its extensions. Temporarily slowed 
down by pre-World War I prosperity, equalitarian movements received 
great impetus by the catastrophic suffering of World War I (the first 
successful revolution ted by working class people occurred, and the 
Marxist Left was stimulated throughout the world). Again, as a 
result of the havoc caused by World War II (and the tremendous 
prestige gained by the Soviet Union because of its defeat of Nazi 
Germany) Marxist socialism received another major infusion of 


strength around the world. In the immediate post-World War II 
period Marxism became a major force through much of the less- 
developed world. The second most important socialist revolution of 
the twentieth century occurred in China. In the 1945-48 period it 
looked like there was a very good chance that most of the world was 
about to go socialist. 

After a wave of international reaction reinforced by the restora¬ 
tion of economic prosperity, class relations were largely stabilized 
throughout the world under the watchful guidance of the most power¬ 
ful class society the world has ever seen (the United States). During 
the 1950-80 generation the revolutionary energy of the anticlass move¬ 
ment in the advanced capitalist countries waned under the tempta¬ 
tions of the most sustained period of increase in living standards and 
advances in social welfare ever experienced by the working class 
(with a good dose of repression thrown in in some countries such as 
the United States, Germany, Portugal, Spain, and Greece). In the 
less-developed capitalist countries, however, the struggle against 
class inequality continued. Socialism triumphed in Cuba in 1960 and 
in Vietnam (after a protracted and bloody struggle) in 1975. The last 
years of the 1970s once again saw the energization of the equal¬ 
itarian wave with revolutions in Iran, Nicaragua, Ethiopia, Zimbab¬ 
we, El Salvador, Angola, and Mozambique. 

The radical decline in inequality and the improvement in living 
conditions of the formerly dominated classes in the USSR, Eastern 


Europe, China, and the other socialist countries has given the work¬ 
ing people of these countries the expectation of (and security to insist 
on) continued rapid progress toward full equalitarianism, participa¬ 
tory democracy, and affluence. To the extent that progress toward 
any of these goals is blocked, significant disillusionment with leader¬ 
ship and/or mass movements to continue progress can be expected. 
Thus, phenomena such as the Chinese Cultural Revolution (essen¬ 
tially a mass movement for greater equality and participation and 
equalitarianism, as well as affluence) can be expected to develop in 
the socialist w r orld. 

In the advanced capitalist countries of Western Europe and 
North America the long-term period of prosperity ended in the 1970s. 
This part of the world capitalist system slowly sank into economic 
stagnation, with rising unemployment and decline in working class 
living standards. The virtual elimination of the agricultural popula¬ 
tions of these countries in the post-World War If generation meant 
that most migrations of new menial workers into capitalist enter¬ 
prises have to occur from the less-developed countries (eg., ’ 

America, the Arab world, Turkey, Korea, and so on). To t e ex 
that such immigration is blocked, economic stagnation leads 
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creasing social class crystallization, with parents of the upper and 
middle classes effectively being able to reserve most positions in their 
class to their children, and the children of workers increasingly 
condemned to live out their lives as workers. Such a tendency for a 
caste-like crystallization of the class structure of industrial capitalist 
society, long used to both increasing living standards and significant 
upward mobility into the middle class, could well prove to be explo¬ 
sive. The curtailment in the expansion of the growth of new middle 
class positions and the continued decline of independent small busi¬ 
nesses combined with economic stagnation in a fully urban capitalist 
society could well generate massive hostility toward the class system. 
On the other hand, economic stagnation combined with increased 
immigration of increasingly desperate displaced peasants from the 
less-developed countries could well result in an increase in virulent 
racism (against the specially exploited) within the working class. 
Further, the scarcity of petty bourgeois positions is likely to produce 
a revitalization of anti-Semitism and anti-Asian sentiments in the 
petty bourgeoisie. 

The long term trend (since the mid-nineteenth century) of the 
working and living conditions of the working class to improve, which 
allowed the incorporation of the working class in the advanced 
capitalist countries into the formal electoral process (which has not 
generally been the case in the poorer capitalist countries) may well 
be in serious danger. The experience of the last hundred years has 
produced the expectation in the working class that their conditions 
will continually improve, and feelings of injustice when living and 
working conditions decline. Anger and frustration can be expected to 
mount, as the gap between expectations and reality grows. A slow¬ 
down in productivity and a decline in the rate of profit is likely to 
induce capital to press for a take back of the significant Social 
Security gains made by the working class, an increase in economic 
incentives (including a decrease in job security) as well as an 
accelerated decrease in real wages. It is unlikely that this process 
could proceed very far within the framework of parliamentary elec¬ 
tions before a popular party (or leaders) who opposed such measures 
was elected. The difficulties of pursuing austerity measures in a 
stagnate economy with parliamentary forms was demonstrated in the 
1920s and 1930s, when most of the parliamentary regimes of the 
world collapsed in favor of rightist dictatorships. Similar conditions 
are likely to produce similar results. 

The continued high level of socialization of the labor process, the 
ready availability in most countries (the United States being the 
outstanding exception) of socialist ideas, the gap between expectations 
and reality and the roll back of social reforms and restrictions on the 


democratic process are very likely to reinvigorate the working class 
socialist movement everywhere. If capitalism with its qualitative 
class divisions, is unable to meet most people's essential needs, 
revolutionary socialism will once again be put on the historical agenda 
in the West. The question of the justice of the existence of classes 
will once again become problematic as the probabilities that the class 
orders of the advanced capitalist countries might collapse become 
real. 

The movement against the maintenance of inequality is irrepres¬ 
sible (even while it experiences long waves of enthusiasm, repression, 
and demoralization). In the less-developed capitalist countries, the 
socialist countries and the advanced capitalist countries the forces of 
equalitarianism are strengthening. The days of class society and 
qualitative social inequality are numbered. Barring the destruction of 
the human race in a mass collective nuclear suicide, the restoration 
of the classless societies in which most human beings ever bom have 
lived could everywhere well become a reality in the next century. 



Appendix: A Critique of Alternative 
Conceptualizations of Class 


In this appendix the major alternative conceptualizations of class 
in terms of ideas/subjectivity, power, market relations, and the 
technical division of labor as well as some alternative conceptualiza¬ 
tions in terms of relations of production are outlined and critiqued, 
Further, the functionalist, force and organizational/ideological theo¬ 
ries of the origin and reproduction of class inequality are examined 
and criticized. Special emphasis is given to various Marxian attempts 
to redefine traditional Marxist class categories in ways essentially 
similar (at least in part) to other modes of class concepualization. 
Thus, the definitions of E.P. Thompson, Stanley Aronowitz, and 
Adam Przeworski are treated with the conservative subjectivist class 
categorizations such as those of Talcott Parsons; Dahrendorf is 
treated with such theorists as Stanislaw Andreski and Vitfredo 
Pareto; Wallerstein (as well as Paul Sweezy and Andre Gunder Frank) 
are treated wdth Max Weber; and Nicos Poulantzas (and the Ehren- 
reichs) are treated along with Seymour Martin Lipset, Richard 
Hamilton, and Daniel Bell. 


CLASS AS A COMMON POSITION 
IN THE DISTRIBUTION OF POWER 

There are a number of influential theorists, especially in the 
tradition of conservative European thought, who define class in 
terms of the distribution of power in society. These include Ralph 
Dahrendorf, Stanislaw Andreski, Vilfredo Pareto, Roberto Michels, 
and Gaetano Mosca. 

Ralph Dahrendorf defines classes as "social conflict groups the 
determinant ... of which can be found in the participation in or 
exclusion from the exercise of authority within any imperatively 
coordinated association” (1959, p. 138). Dahrendorf explicitly rejects 
the idea that classes can be defined in, or are reducible to economic 
categories. He argues that classes within economic organizations are 
merely special cases of a more general phenomenon of class: “Classes 
are neither primarily nor at all economic groupings" (1959, p. 139). 
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Dahrendorf has an essentially two class model of society: those 
with authority and those who are dominated. He argues that the 
dominated in any authority structure tend to struggle (in their class 
interest) as a group against those in authority. Unlike the function¬ 
alists, but like both the Marxists and Marxian subjectivists, Dahren¬ 
dorf sees classes as active units in society and social development. 

Vilfredo Pareto, Roberto Michels, and Gaetano Mosca all develop 
very similar theories of both class and the causes of social inequality. 
They all tend to see society divided into two groups: the “elite” and 
the "nonelite.” Pareto argues that there are “... two strata in a 
population: (1) a lower stratum, the nonelite, . . . then: (2) a higher 
stratum, the elite, which is divided into two: (a) a governing elite, 
and (b) a nongoverning elite” (1935, paragraph 2034). 


The Force Theory of the Basis of Class 


There are two principal tacks typically taken by those who 
maintain that power is the basis of class: first, physical or military 
force is both the original source of class inequality and the continuing 
basis of its reproduction (Stanislaw' Andreski is perhaps the most 
influential contemporary proponent of this position); and second, 
control of organization and ideology is the original and continuing 
source of class inequality. Roberto Michels has probably presented 
the most developed argument in this tradition. 


Stanislaw Andreski probably makes the strongest contemporary 
case for the primacy of force in determining class structure. Andreski 
(1968) argues that the degree of inequality in societies is normally 
considerably greater than what would be functionally necessary for 
the smooth working of that society, i.e., that the functionalist explan¬ 
ation of class inequality explains only a relatively small part of the 
inequality in society. He argues that it is relatively easy for those in 
positions of authority to use their position to extend privileges once 
the habit of obedience becomes established. Great differentials in 
wealth, he argues, can only be maintained by coercion. Economic 
power is derivative from military power. Those who wield military 
power consequently achieve supreme station in society. In disagree 


ments violence is the argument of last resort. 

Andreski argues that the variations in the amount of inequality 
in society stem largely from variations in the military participation 
ratio (MPR), i.e., the proportion of the adult population ot a society 
that is mobilized militarily. The greater the proportion of the people 
who bear arms, the more democratic the society, the , e * er 
with military training and equipment, the more stratifiei t e * ■ 

(1968, chap. 2). According to Andreski's argument, a number of othe 
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factors influence the MPR and through it the degree of stratification 
n society first, the difficulty of acquiring military skills, i.e. f the 
more time and endurance required, the more stratified the society; 
Second the cost of equipment, i.e., the more expensive military 
ec moment the fewer people who will be effectively armed, and hence 
Se less democratic the society; and third, whether or not military 
technology is primarily individually or collectively operated, ia, the 
smaller the group that can fight effectively, the more democratic is 
the society Another factor, which according to Andreski, plays an 
important role in determining the degree of class inequality in society 
is the “facility of suppression," or the ease by which the military 
rulers can defeat opposition. A number of factors operate on the 
facility of suppression such as: first, the availability of sheltered 
terrain, the more mountainous or otherwise difficult the terrain, and 
hence the greater probability of guerrilla resistance being effective, 
the more democratic will be the society; second, the efficiency of the 
secret police; and third, the relative differential in the quality of 
armaments available to the military establishment and the people. 
Andreski further maintains that the greater the ferocity (the more 
total) is war, the more the people must be mobilized, and hence, the 
more democratic the society (see 1968, chaps. 2 and 4). 

Andreski summarizes the history of the interrelations between 
warfare and the degree of stratification in society in support o is 
theory. He argues that the extreme hierarchy of feudalism was 
destroyed by the introduction of both improved infantry tactics and 
firearms. These innovations were able to beat mounted and armored 
knights and destroy the aristocracies' heavily fortified castles wit 
techniques that were far cheaper, and hence more available to the 
people, than were the traditional means of feudal warfare. Ihe 
remainder of the feudal vestiges of extreme inequality were destroyed 
with the introduction of conscript armies and total war during the 
French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars. For the first time in the 
modern period average peasants and common citizens were armed 
and mobilized for war by the French. This required all other 
European countries to do the same in order to resist the massive 
French armies. But to secure the loyalty and motivate the peasarr 
soldiers who were now being trained for the first time in soaa y 
very dangerous arts, considerable democratization of society was 
necessary. This meant the universal franchise and land reform, firs 
in France, then elsewhere, the expansion of state-run welfare pro¬ 
grams, compulsory education, and so on. The new massive conscrip 
armies, furthermore, were not as effective as the older mercenary or 
knightly armies in suppressing popular resistenee, I his was an 
additional factor in the democratization of society. In genera , 
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wherever there is universal conscription, rather than a small profes¬ 
sional army, there tends to be less class stratification. 

The Organlzational/ldeologlcal Theory of Class Inequality 

Roberto Michels, like Pareto, argues that a society can not exist 
without a dominant class, and that the state can not be anything 
other than the organ of a minority w r hich always imposes an exploi¬ 
tative order of domination over the majority. But according to 
Michels, it is not, as Andreski argues, control over military force, but 
rather organizational control over the channels of communication, 
ideology, and knowledge that leadership in large organizations gives 
that is the basis of power, and, hence, of class. It is the logic of 
organization which {together with the psychological potentials of 
individuals) that leads to domination. The very nature of organiza¬ 
tion inplies domination: 

.. . oligarchy depends upon what we may term the psychology of 
organization itself, that is to say. upon the tactical and technical 
necessities which result from the consolidation of every disciplined 
political aggregate. Reduced to its most concise expression, the 
fundamental sociological law of political parties . .. may be formu¬ 
lated in the following terms; It is organization which gives birth to 
the domination of the elected over the electors, of the mandataries 
over the mandators, of the delegates over the delegators, Who says 
organization, says oligarchy (Michels 1913, p. 365). 

In order to live people must organize. But once organization 
comes into existence, it comes to dominate the people who establish 
it. Michels argues that there must be a division of labor within large 
organizations. It would simply be impossible for all members of a 
large organization to concern themselves with every detail that 
arises. The larger the organization, the more things that it has to 
concern itself with, the more unlikely it becomes that any one 
individual can participate in the full range of activities. Both size an 
technical considerations dictate that some people must come o 
specialize in leadership so that the organization can become effective. 

It is not only the drive for dominance or power over others that 
motivates leaders to consolidate and advance their P 08111 ™ 1 - ' 
dally in organizations of the oppressed there is bo h 
and financial reward associated with leadership p^ons. On« those 
who have never before experienced such rewards become accustomed 

to them, they hang on tenaciously. drives 

Leaders of organizations are m a position to rea of 

and interests in maintaining power. They control 
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communication within their organizations. It is they who run the 
press, and it is they who plan and run meetings as well as dominate 
them through their superior oratorical ability. Michels argues that 
the drive of the leaders to consolidate their power is inevitably 
realized because of the inherent needs of the masses of people. 
According to Michels, people are inherently apathetic and crave 
domination, i.e., people strive to be ruled. 

The heart of Michels’ argument is psychological. The organiza¬ 
tional exigencies provide only the occasion for the realization of 
oligarchy. It is “human nature" that includes an innate dual propen¬ 
sity to dominate and strive after power and privilege on the one 
hand, and to subordinate oneself on the other that is in the last 
analysis the cause of oligarchy and bureaucratization (see Michels 
1913). 

A Critique of the Force Theory of Stratification 

The force theory incorporates some important insights into the 
nature of inequality. According to Mao Tse-tung’s famous proverb: 
“Political power grows out of a barrel of a gun.” Without the ability 
to mobilize or control superior military force no group or class can 
secure or maintain privileges. All of history teaches this. When there 
are disputes among groups or classes about controlling valued goods, 
in the last resort those with superior force take what they want. 

However, the real issue is not whether force is the arbiter of last 
resort, and thus whether or not force is behind the preservation of 
privilege (which it clearly is), but rather how do those with superior 
force acquire that force; and second, can the exercise of pure force 
either create or reproduce inequality either in degree or in quality. 
The evidence from history would appear to answer no on both 
counts. 

Force is no mere act of will. It requires instruments and organ¬ 
ization to be effective. The triumph of arms is based on economic 
power and organization stemming from relations of production of a 
society. Force is not an elemental social factor. It is rather derivative 
from economic factors in two ways. First, superior military force in 
good measure is a product of superior technological abilities and the 
quantity of military goods that can be produced. That society, or 
class, which can produce more and better cannons, more and better 
airplanes, more and better tanks, and so on, tends to be the society 
or class with superior military power. Thus, the military superiority 
of the rising bourgeoisie over the feudal landlords was in good part a 
product of the former’s intimate relation to the means of production 
of military goods. The triumph of the towns over the feudal country¬ 


side was based on the economic power of the towns, and firearms 
were a weapon of the towns. 

Superior military force does not only depend on superior tech¬ 
nology and productivity to produce superior weaponry (as the U.S. 
learned in Vietnam). It depends just as much on organization, tactics, 
and morale (of both the actual fighters and the civilians backing 
them up). But organization and morale, too, are products of the 
relations of production in a society. For example, the extensive use of 
skirmishing tactics and guerrilla warfare by the Americans against 
the British in the American Revolution was a product of the fact that 
the Americans were in good part a hunting people living in a rela¬ 
tively decentralized and equalitarian society. Likewise, the success of 
the guerrilla movement in Vietnam was a product of the superior 
organization and morale of the Vietnamese, factors derivative from 
the social structure of Vietnam. 

Force acts as a “midwife’ 1 of a new social formation. Revolutions 
commonly result in the overthrow of one class by another. But force 
is not effective against the development of economic forces. When 
superior military forces conquer a more advanced economic form 
(e.g., when Mongolian tribemen conquered China) the old social 
structure is typically maintained with new individuals in the top 
class positions. Force can not produce a class structure. It can not 
significantly determine the degree or quality of inequality. At best it 
can change the individuals in power. When a social structure or class 
system is deteriorating the mere use of force can not hold it together, 
The development of a class system is in the last instance a product 
of the logic of the prevailing mode of production. This does not mean 
that force can not be used effectively as a means of repression, but 
rather that when the logic of the mode of production generates 
massive support for a new class structure it wall emerge, regardless 
of how repressive the old ruling class attempts to be: 


In the first place all political power is originally based on an econ¬ 
omic, social function, and increases in proportion as the members of 
society, through the dissolution of the primitive community, become 
transformed into private producers, and thus become more and more 
divorced from the administrators of the common functions of soci¬ 
ety Secondly, after the political force has made itself independent in 
relation to society, and has transformed itself from its servant into 
its master, it can work in two different directions. Either it uor's 
in the sense and in the direction of the natural economic develop¬ 
ment, in which case no conflict arises between them, the economic 
development being accelerated. Or it works against economic devel¬ 
opment, in which case, as a rule, with but few exceptions, torce 
succumbs to it. These few exceptions are isolated cases ot conquest, 
in which the more barbarian conquerors exterminated or drove out 
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the population of a country and laid waste or allowed to go to ruin 

productive forces which they did not know how to use (Engels 1894, 

p. 252). 

Property (contrary to what Proudhon argues) is not based on theft. 
Wealth is not created, and economic inequalities are neither created 
nor reproduced, because of the forcible expropriation of some by 
others. Rather economic inequality occurs because of the inherent 
working of economic systems. Under capitalism the fact that some 
must sell their labor power to others in order to live, i.e., that 
surplus value accrues to the propertied class, means that the owing 
class accumulates more and more wealth, while the working class is 
unable to do so. This process does not occur through force. The role 
of force is solely to prevent theft, trespass, sabotage, or rebellion, in 
the event that the mechanisms of ideological control, habit, and 
aspirations of upward mobility are insufficient to get the working 
class to play by the rules of capitalism {e.g., the freedom of contract). 

A wealthy class is able to continue in its position only so long as 
it is making a positive contribution to society. Once such a class 
comes to serve only its narrow self-interest against the general 
interest of society its days are numbered. No amount of force can 
sustain its position for long when it loses its social function in 
providing for the needs of at least a very considerable sector of 
society. The sustained and successful use of force requires a rela¬ 
tively loyal sector of the population from which soldiers and police 
are recruited. More fundamentally, a population ruled only through 
physical force tends to resist subtly and explicitly in a thousand 
different ways, and in the event of a major social crisis, is raw 
material for massive disruption and revolution. 

As long as a wealthy ruling class provides jobs, a reasonable 
standard of living, protects the population from excessive violence 
and disruption of their lives, provides basic welfare, and otherwise 
provides for the satisfaction of people’s (often increasing) needs and 
demands, it will maintain the support of the people. But once its rule 
becomes more negative than positive, once the primary aspect of its 
domination becomes growing poverty, unemployment, decline in the 
standard of living, decline in social services, growing domestic 
violence, loss of wars, environmental destruction, and so on its legit¬ 
imacy is undermined, and its domination destabilized; and the situa¬ 
tion soon ensues where it can maintain its rule only by force. As the 
Shahs rule in Iran, Somoza’s in Nicaragua, the colonial rule of the 
Portuguese in Angola and Mozambique, the pro-American regime in 
Vietnam, and numerous other situations in the twentieth century 
have shown, once the situation gets to this point, no amount of 
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-ft . - preserve the social order. The 

use ot force in such conditions tends to alienate the masses of people 

even more, polarizing things and driving the formerly neutral against 
the government. Tyranny is overthrown. 


The position of wealthy ruling classes from the beginning of 
history has been based not in superior military force, but in their 
performing positive functions for the whole (or at least a considerable 
section) of society. In Engels’ words: 


Here we are only concerned with establishing the fact that the 
exercise of a social function was everywhere the basis of political 
supremacy: and further that political supremacy has existed for any 
length of time only when it discharged its social functions. However 
great the number of despotisms which rose and fell in Persia and 
India, each was fully aware that above all it was the entrepreneur 
responsible for the collective maintenance of irrigation throughout 
the river valleys, without which no agriculture was possible there. 
It was reserved for the enlightened English to lose sight of this in 
India; they let the irrigation canals and sluices fall into decay, and 
are now at last discovering, through the regularly recurring famines, 
that they have neglected the one activity which might have made 
their rule in India at least as legitimate as that of their predecessors 
(Engels 1894, p. 248). 


A Critique of Michels 

A major weakness in Michels’ argument lies in his untenable 
recourse to explanation in terms of a universal ahistorical and 
unchangeable “human nature.” He roots the striving for power and 
privilege as well as the “craving for submission to leaders in the 
biologically given. If as the evidence of both social psychology and 
anthropology suggests “human nature' is in good part a social 
product, then under different social conditions that generate non¬ 
authoritarian character structure, leaders and led would behave quite 
differently. It is true, as Michels argues, that leadership is necessary 
and that direct participatory democracy cannot work in large-scale 
organizations, but this should not be taken to mean that there must 
be a permanent division of labor between groups of individuals on all 
questions (the leading class and the led). All this necessarily implies 
is that there must be a division of roles (which can perhaps be filled 
by different people at different times and by different people on 
different questions—e.g., the Athenians selected leaders by lot.) 
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Michels presents his argument about the need for leadership in 
static terms as if it were equally compelling at all times in all large 
groups. This is a mistake. Depending on the problems faced, the need 
for coordination and strong leadership varies immensely. For exam¬ 
ple, primitive tribes had war chiefs who generally were active only 
during war situations (and they were held closely accountable to the 
warriors). Ancient Rome appointed dictators in times of war. In 
general, in times of crisis in any type of society (classless, capitalist, 
socialist), leadership and discipline become stronger than otherwise. 

There is no doubt that in a complex technological society no one 
is able to concern him or herself with every detail of decision making, 
and further that some people are simply more capable or willing than 
others of assuming specific responsibilities. Therefore, some people 
must specialize in some things that others know (or want to know) 
little about, and no person can concern himself with every detail of 
group decision making. These are purely technical truisms. But there 
is no inherent reason that basic policy decisions can not normally be 
made either by the people concerned or with their authentic involve¬ 
ment (with specialists providing the necessary technical information 
for intelligent decisions). Only if we assume a drive in human nature 
for power and privilege and for domination and submission can we 
assume that specialists will normally use their position to gain power 
and privilege with the masses of people acquiescing. 

Michels' most fundamental failing is his lack of understanding 
that the structural forces which produce the degree of centralized 
leadership in a society (or organization) account for the decisions 
made by a “power elite” as well as the effectiveness of those deci¬ 
sions. A group of leaders are not able to assume power as a matter of 
will. Only when a society requires strong leadership does strong 
leadership exist. Michels fails to grasp that the decisions and effec¬ 
tiveness of leaders is a product of the logic of the mode of production 
within which they operate. For example, in the case of union leaders, 
all the forces of the corporations with which they deal and the state 
within which unions operate put pressures on and provide many 
incentives for union leaders to be “responsible”; on the other hand, 
there are considerable penalties for class conscious militance. High 
salaries are necessary to keep union leaders from “defecting” only 
because of the temptations provided by the corporations. An upper 
middle class life-style and consciousness of union leaders is created 
by the environment of capitalist society. The threat of imprisonment, 
fines, and other punishments is a product of the capitalist state. The 
possibilities of being appointed to government commissions, of secur¬ 
ing a good job if and when one leaves the union are products of class 


soacty. If the social forces within which union leaders were immersed 
retnforced democratic, equalitarian. and militant behavior S 
than the oppoaite, union leaders would behave verv differeml) tt fa 
example, there were no temptations of high salaries or high status 
outs.de the union movement, but the only soutce of incteasd income 
or prestige lay in increasing the living standards of workers (eg if 
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salary), if they had no fear of physical or economic retribution bv the 
state or corporations, but instead feared only being deposed by dis¬ 
contented workers, their behavior would be quite different Quite 
different because the structure in which they operated would be 
qualitatively different. Structural forces, not innate power hunger 
must be understood as the basis of inequality. 

This argument applies equally to the top political leaders (the 
“power elite") and to the wealthiest people in a society. If top poli¬ 
ticians were to make decisions which (within the capitalist economic 
framework) resulted in lowering corporate profits, to which business 
responded by not investing (since they had little incentive in the 
form of anticipated profit to do so), rapidly growing unemployment 
and a declining standard of living would provoke growing popular 
opposition to the politicians. The greater the economic crisis pro¬ 
voked by business’ not investing, the greater the probability of anti- 
capitalist politicians’ losing the next election. If, on the other hand, 
politicians cooperate with capital (in the absence of a massive social¬ 
ist movement and a crisis induced by the logic of the capitalist 
system such as the Great Depression of the 1930s and economic 
conditions remain reasonably stable) reelection is likely. Structural 
mechanisms of this kind can operate totally independently of other 
more direct mechanisms as: the probability of getting a good job with 
a corporation after a period of government service (if the government 
administrator or legislator performs well for capital while in office), 
the possibilities of obtaining election funding from the wealthy, the 
fact that many government leaders own corporate stock or have 
inherited wealth and have intimate ties (friendship and kin) with the 
capitalist class, and so on. AH of these latter factors also predispose 


politicians to adopt a business point of view. 

Likewise with the corporate wealthy themselves, if they did not 
act to maximize their profits (and hence to reproduce the class 
structure) by minimizing labor costs and maximizing net income, 
they would go under in the competitive struggle (i.e.. they would 
cease to be capitalists); while others, more efficient maximizers than 
themselves, would assume their position. Any capitalist that tries to 
pay his or her workers more, while charging consumers less, wil on 
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Sv a d £2S%£&- Hence, he or she would lose .he 
competh^ 3 advantage with those who are making a higher profit 
i7d „ho are thus able to modernise and expand). Because o he 
transparency of these processes to capitalists, and because of the 
conditioning that goes into making for success in business, few 
capitalists ever even think about consciously reducing profits for he 
X of'workers and consumers. But it is the logic of the capitalis 
Gnomic system, not an inherent drive to wealth or power, that 
TXTthe capitalists and hence is the source of class inequality 

under capitalisnu ^ inatitution , 5uc h as a union (or ai univer- 

sitv) within the state or within the corporate economy, the behavior 
h decision makers is ultimately determined by the structural logic of 
the capitalist system, not by a psychological striving for power. The 
origins and reproduction of class inequality thus must be u " de „ rSt ^ 
as a product of the logic of the prevailing mode of production. The 
degree and quality of class inequality, both of which vary consider¬ 
ably through history, are accounted for by structural forces not by a 
universal psychological drive for power (or wealth or prestige). 

CLASS AS A RELATIONSHIP OF DISTRIBUTION 
OR COMMON MARKET POSITION 

Much of mainstream American sociology defines class in terms 
of the income a group receives (or its position in relation to the 
means of distribution), which in turn is reflected in one s general 
style of life and "life chances," This mode of defining class is in the 
tradition of Max Weber. Weber formulated two different conceptions 
of class. In the early drafts of his magnum opus, Economy and 
Society, he made determination by markets a necessary component o 
"class situation." For example, in the section of this wo™ which 
Weber did not have a chance to revise before his death in 15«U he 
defined classes as follows: 

In our terminology, “classes” are not communities; they mer ^ 
represent possible, and frequent, bases for communal action, e 
may speak of a "class" when (1) a number of people have in com 
mon a specific causal component of their life chances, in so far as ( 
this component is represented exclusively by economic interests in 
the possession of goods and opportunities for income, and (3) is 
represented under the conditions of the commodity or labor markets 
(Weber 1922, p. 927). 
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However, in that part of Economy and Society devoted to defini¬ 
tions (part 1), which he did carefully rework again and again (see 
Guenther Roth’s introduction, p. xciv), Weber dropped the criterion 
of market determination from his definition. In Weber’s most mature 
work class is defined in terms of position in the “economic order” 
(independently of whether or not such a position is a product of 
markets): 

‘Class situation’ means the typical probability of (1) producing 
goods, (2) gaining a position in life and. (3.1 finding inner satisfac¬ 
tions, a probability which derives from the relative control over 
goods and skills and from their income-producing uses within a 
given economic order. 

‘Class’ means all persons in the same class situation: fa) A 
'property' class is primarily determined by property differences, (b) a 
'commercial' class by the marketability of goods and services, (c) a 
'social' class makes up the totality of those class situations within 
which individual and generational mobility is easy and typical 
(Weber 1922. p. 302). 

In his latter definition Weber appears to use “commercial class” 
in the sense in which he formerly used class. He, thus, expanded 
his concept of class to include both “property classes” and "social 
classes," neither of which are determined by either market position 
or a broader position in relations of distribution. In fact, in his final 
definition Weber, by stressing "producing goods” as the first aspect 
of his definition and property class as his first example of a class, 
seems to be suggesting that class is primarily a relation of production 
(similar to Marx). Weber’s earlier definition of class (unlike Matx s) 
excludes as a matter of definition slaves, serfs, feudal lords, and so 
on because the position of these groups was not determined by 
markets. His latter definition (like Marx’s) includes these groups (as 

WW Britikh^ 
gist has expanded on Weber's early definition of class in terms of 
“common marke, situation.” Guldens, defining “market capacity as 
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“all forms of relevant attributes which individuals may bring to the 
bargaining encounter” (1973 p, 103), goes on to argue: 

There are three sorts of market capacity which can be said to be 
normally of importance . . . "ownership of property in the means of 
production; possession of educational or technical qualifications; and 
possession of manual labor power. In so far as it is the case that 
these tend to be tied to closed patterns of inter- and intra-genera- 
tional mobility, this yields the foundation of a basic three-class 
system in capitalist society: an “upper." “middle" and “lower" or 
"working class” (1973, p. 107). 

The Weberian tradition of defining classes by economically deter¬ 
mined life chances (rooted in relations of distribution) is strongly 
manifested in contemporary American sociology, which commonly 
defines classes in terms of income or wealth. Even when Socio¬ 
economic Status (SES, a composite of income, prestige of job, and 
years of education) is used, income is generally understood to be the 
primary determinant, or at least a good indicator, of the other 
factors. For example, Kurt Mayer and Walter Buckley argue: “In a 
class system, the social hierarchy is based primarily on differences in 
monetary wealth and income" (1970, p. 15). 

Another influential, contemporary “Weberian” definition of class, 
which also builds on Weber’s early definition of class, is that of 
Immanuel Wailerstein's world systems theory. This school defines 
class in terms of common position in relation to the world market: 

The division of a world-economy involves a hierarchy of occupa¬ 
tional tasks, in which tasks requiring higher levels of skill and 
greater capitalization are reserved for higher ranking areas. Since a 
capitalist world economy essentially rewards accumulated capital, 
including human capital, at a higher rate than “raw” labor power, 
the geographical maldistribution of these occupational skills involves 
a strong trend towards self-maintenance. The forces of the market¬ 
place reinforce them rather than undermine them (Wallerstein 1974, 
p. 350). 

According to Wallerstein, .. the emergence, consolidation, and 
po itica roles of classes and status groups must be appreciated as 
elements of this world system" (1974, p. 351). 

Like the early Weber, Wallerstein argues that classes as real 
social units only occasionally exist: “Classes do not have some per- 
manent reality. Rather, they are formed, they consolidate themselves, 

T- V ,oTO teffr oi e ' or ^aggregate, and they are re-formed" (Waller- 
s ein 9, p. 224). The issue according to Wallerstein is under what 
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century, and contemporary industrial worked in Western 

c pitS'sylm A,\r ™ kin * d3SS "STM 

capitalist system. At the same time wealthy merchant* in 
teemh century, twentieth*. industtS £££ and eiX 
teenth-century slaveowning plantation lords in the Caribbean ^ 
considered to be part of the same class—the capitalist class of the 

th^ d C ?? lta 1S * system - Those tha t produce wealth for sale within 
the world market are part of the working class. Those that control 
such wealth are capitalists. Differences among slaves, serfs and 
industrial workers are considered to be merely differences in the 

mode of labor control (a factor considered to be of secondary 
importance). 


Paralleling his definition of classes in terms of market relations 
Wallerstein defines capitalism as “production for sale in a market in 
which the object is to realize a maximum profit” fWallerstein 1979, 
pp. 15, 16, 159, 285). Unlike the traditional Marxist school Waller 
stein defines classes essentially in a quantitative rather than a quali¬ 
tative way. As long as production is for markets (commodity produc¬ 
tion), for Wallerstein all groups that exploit labor are capitalists, 
while all that are exploited are workers, regardless of the form (or 
quality) of the relationship between the market-oriented exploiters 
and exploited. 

Wallerstein defines the bourgeois as “those who receive part of 
the surplus value they do not themselves create and use some of it to 
accumulate capital" (1979, p. 285). The proletariat, according to 
Wallerstein, are “those who yield part of the value they have created 
to others” (1979, p. 288). Wallerstein goes on to explicitly delineate 
himself from the traditional Marxist approach: 


Let us be quite clear what this approach to the concept of proletarian 
does. It eliminates as a defining characteristic of the proletarian the 
payment of wages to the producer (1979, p. 288). 


A Critique of Class as a Market Relation 

Definitions must be accepted or rejected on the basis of their 
practical usefulness, i.e., the analytical power of conceptualizing 
reality in different ways. Thus whether classes should be defined as 
relations of production or market relations (and whether or not 
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capitalism should be defined as commodity production or as exploita¬ 
tion by wage labor) is solely a question of the historical and contem¬ 
porary analytical power of the two alternative conceptions. 

The definition of capitalism as commodity production employed 
bv Andre Gunder Frank (1967), Paul Sweezy (1976), and Immanuel 
Wallerstein (1974, 1979) implies that all predominantly commercial 
societies regardless of their dominant labor-owner relations are capi¬ 
talist (the propertied classes in each are capitalists and the producing 
classes in each proletarians), and thus each share common essentials 
that distinguish them from essentially different societies (with quali¬ 
tatively different propertied and producing classes) in which produc¬ 
tion for sale in markets prevails. We would thus expect that such 
societies and classes tend to have more in common with each other 
than with other types of societies and classes, and that what they 
have in common is specific and concrete enough to shed considerable 
light on the entire social structure. If we find that the set of primarily 
commodity-producing societies have very little in common with each 
other, and thus that this criterion does not clearly differentiate this 
set of societies from societies in which commodity production does 
not prevail, the conceptualization in terms of market relations must 
be considered deficient. 

Societies in which production for sale predominated have inclu¬ 
ded the early Roman Empire, the ancient Greek city-states, Babylon 
in the first milleneum B.C., Byzantium, Europe in the sixteenth to 
eighteenth centuries, the Arab Empires from around 900 to 1200, 
Europe and the United States today, Japan in the late Tokugawa 
period (1750-1868), Peru in the sixteenth century, and Brazil in the 
seventeenth century. The question is, are societies such as these 
essentially the same and do they as a set differ fundamentally from 
societies where production was for use, such as the ancient Egyptian 
Empire, precolonial India, the empire of the Mongols, and so on. The 
answer to both of these questions would seem to be no. The ancient 
empires in which commodity production prevailed and those in which 
production for use (with tribute in kind) predominated would seem to 
have more in common with each other than the ancient empires with 
commodity production have in common with the contemporary socie¬ 
ties of Western Europe and North America. 

Further, defining capitalism as commodity production defines 
away many key problems. Rather than asking why capitalism as the 
predominant mode of production developed first in northwestern 
Europe, we must ask why it developed first in ancient Mesopotamia. 
We must address questions like what accounted for the decline and 
collapse of capitalism in ancient Greece and Rome. Questions like 
why did Japan become capitalist after the Meiji restoration disappear, 


since by definition Japan was capitalist before the Meiji restoration. 
In fact the definition of capitalism as commodity production raises 
many false questions while leading us awav from key problems It 
classifies such a wide array of highly diverse societies as “capitalist” 
as to deprive the term of historical and analytical usefulness. 

Ij . defining most of the world from the sixteenth centurv as part 
of the capitalist system, Frank (1967), Sweezy (1976), and Wallerstein 
(1974, 1979) confuse the very basic differences within the world from 
that time, while at the same time obscuring the very fundamental 
changes that occurred in the world economy since the sixteenth 
century. By using the term “capitalism’* so broadly as to include 
virtually everything since the sixteenth century in its net, they have 
watered the term down to be worse than useless—worse than useless 
because it hides rather than highlights the fundamental differences 
and transformations in social structure in both Europe and the world 
since the sixteenth century. 

Wallerstein in his treatment of slavery (and other noncapitalist 
relations of production that occur within the capitalist world system) 
confuses the difference between the hegemonic or predominant rela¬ 
tions of production within a world system with the various compo¬ 
nent systems of relations of production. Each social formation, 
whether a nation-state or an interrelated world system, normally has 
a predominant mode of production whose logic structures and condi¬ 
tions all social, economic, and political processes that go on within 
that formation, including secondary relations of production. The pre¬ 
dominant mode of production need not be that which incorporates 
the most people, or even that which produces the largest material 
output, merely that which organizes or structures the rest. Thus, for 
example, the United States and the European world system were 
capitalist social formations in the 1850s because their economies were 
essentially structured by the logic of capitalist production (exploita¬ 
tion through wage labor), e.g., the need for imports and exports of 
industrial capitalism in England, the North of the United States, and 
other Western European countries. Capitalist logic predominated, 
even though most producers in the United States as well as the rest 
of the capitalist world system were slaves, serfs, peasants, or inde¬ 
pendent petty-bourgeois producers (e.g., family farmers, artisans, and 

The growing importance of slavery after the late eighteenth 
century in the United States was a product of the rapid Srowt o 
capitalist relations of production in England and the North at t e 
United States (relations that produced rapid industrialization and a 
rapid growth in the demand for cheap cotton). But the fact that 
slavery in the nineteenth century was essentially determin \ 


618 / CLASS STRUCTURE 


APPENDIX | 


capitalist logic of the world system did not mean that the social, 
political, and economic institutions of the United States South (or 
other regions of the capitalist world system) were distinctively capi¬ 
talist. Even though the logic of world capitalism caused the slave 
system to prosper and predominate in the South, the logic of the 
master-slave relation nevertheless prevailed in that region (a logic 
qualitatively different than the logic of wage-labor capital). The cause 
of the hegemony of master-slave or capital-wage labor relations in a 
region must not be confused with the question of whether or not 
master-slave or capitalist-worker logic prevails there. 

The insistence by Wallerstein as well as Paul Sweezy and Andre 
Gunder Frank on treating all forms of relations of production within 
a capitalist world system as essentially the same (i.e., variations on 
wage labor and capital) must be judged on the basis of the analytical 
power of this approach compared to that of the more traditional 
Marxist approach that sees qualitatively different relations of pro¬ 
duction within a capitalist world economy. The advantage of treating 
slavery as “coerced wage labor” as does Wallerstein is that it empha¬ 
sizes the fact that the U.S. South's social and economic structure 
was a product of the developing capitalism in Great Britain and not 
an autonomous development. The disadvantage of this treatment is 
that it obscures the systematic qualitative differences in the social 
structures of the different parts of the capitalist world system. Thus 
in questions having to do with the historical causes of slavery in the 
South, Wallerstein’s approach is adequate, but in questions having to 
do with Southern politics, the efficiency of slavery, the relations 
among poor and rich whites, Southern family forms, the causes of 
the attempted Southern secession, and so on, it is not helpful, since 
it leads us to look for the essential similarities between the South 
and the North and England, not the qualitative differences that 
studies such as those of Eugene Genovese show were, in fact, the 
causes of these phenomena (see Genovese 1967, 1968.1969,1974). 

Approaches such as those of Frank, Sweezy, and Wallerstein can 
result in seriously faulty analyses by directing investigators away 
from focusing on the contradictions among the various systems of 
relationships of production prevailing within a single world system, 
contradictions such as those that gave rise to the American Civil 
War. Such approaches have difficulty in systematically accounting 
for such events because they can not comprehend that the two 
qualitatively different logics of production in the United States in the 
1850s placed contradictory demands on the U.S. state. The logic of 
capitalism in the North required high tariffs, aid for railways and 
canals, facilitation of immigration, free land to farmers, aid to higher 
education to produce engineers, and so on; while that of slavery 




required low tariffs, inhibitions on Western settlement by small 
farmers, discouragement of immigration, low state spending, and so 
on. Because of the far greater productive potentialities of capitalism 
that were being realized in the rapid growth of the North, the state 
was in danger of being turned into the instrument of capital. Thus 
the slaves lords had no choice but to attempt to establish their own 
national state if they were to have a chance of preserving their 
distinctive economic and social system, It is difficult to see how a 
framework that treated Northern and Southern relations of produc¬ 
tion as essentially the same could satisfactorily account for occur¬ 
rences such as the U.S. Civil War, 

The advantage of the traditional Marxist conceptualization is to 
highlight the qualitative differences between the South and the 
North, thus sensitizing us to the causes of the Civil War, the unique¬ 
ness of Southern family life, and so on. At the same time, there need 
be no real disadvantage caused by forgetting that the qualitatively 
different Southern civilization was a product of capitalist develop¬ 
ment in other parts of the world capitalist system. Traditional 
Marxist analysis (e.g., Maurice Dobb’s Studies in the Development of 
Capitalism, 1963) have been quite adept at explaining developments 
in one part of the capitalist system by events in other parts. Thus a 
traditional Marxist focus on relations of production can easily include 
Wallerstein’s central concern by emphasizing that the South was a 


product of the logic of the world capitalist system without sacrificing 
the ability to explain the qualitative differences in the social struc¬ 
ture of different parts of that system. 

Traditional Marxism’s problematic is one of classes and class 
contradictions. For Marxists, for example, it is the inherent logic of 
the master-slave or lord-serf relationship that generates the basic 
institutions and culture of slave or classical feudal society. It is. 
further, the inherent contradictions of these relationships that are 
the cause of their decline and the rise of new classes and new class 
relationships. The contradictions of preexisting class relations must 
be looked to as the source of historical change (including the develop¬ 
ment of world systems). Failure to do this leads to the type of eclec ic 
historical analysis engaged in by both Weber and Wallerstein, whit 
in the last analysis is no analysis at all, but merely an historical 

rtasrrintinn 


CLASS AS A COMMON POSITION 

WITHIN THE TECHNICAL DIVISION OF LABOR 


Some theorists define class in good part in terms of the nature 

the occupations or jobs of people, their s P e ^ s j j defining 
tasks, or the nature of their product. One common mode of detm g 
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class in terms of the technical division of tabor is dividing the class 
structure according to skill levels (e.g., "unskilled,” "semi-skilled,” 
and "skilled” manual workers are defined as working class, non- 
manual employees as middle class, and so on). 

Richard Hamilton, following a common practice within the polit¬ 
ical sociology tradition (whose most influential spokesperson has 
been Seymor Martin Lipset), categorizes class according to the 
manual-nonmanual distinction. Hamilton argues, "that the terms 
‘working class,' ‘blue-collar’ and manual" can be used interchange¬ 
ably, while the terms "middle class,” “white collar” and “nonman- 
ual” can as well (Hamilton 1972, p. 152). In defense of the manual- 
nonmanual boundary as primary he argues: 

The manual jobs, in a very general way, are those involving rela¬ 
tively greater contributions of physical labor that is expended in the 
production of goods or the performance of onerous services. The 
manual jobs, for the most part, are paid less than the nonmanual; 
they involve less on-the-job autonomy, carry less prestige, and are 
performed in less attractive surroundings. 

The use of the term ‘middle class’ as the equivalent of non- 
manual is obviously imprecise since the latter does include a small 
upper class or elite. The nonmanual jobs, in the majority of cases, 
have better pay, more prestige, and cleaner, more pleasant, and less 
noisy surroundings. The holders of white collar jobs either make the 
major decisions in occupational life or they execute, transmit and 
carry out the order of others. Their basic function is the specifi¬ 
cation and transmission of those orders to the manual ranks to¬ 
gether with the collection of performance records (Hamilton 1972, p. 

152). 

Another mode of defining class in such terms is exemplified in 
the theories of Daniel Bell and other theorists of “post-industrial 
society” who argue that the technical experts (engineers, scientists, 
professional managers, and so on) are becoming the new dominant 
class. Bell argues (in a somewhat exaggerated manner): “In the 
Scientific City of the future, there are already foreshadowed three 
classes: the creative elite of scientists and the top professional admin¬ 
istrators .., ; the middle class of engineers and the professionate; 
and the proletariat of technicians, junior faculty and teaching assis¬ 
tants” (Bell 1973, pp. 213-14), 

Many who define class in terms of position in the technical 
division of labor have a tendency to be technological determinists, 
i.e., to see classes as arising and reproducing as a result of the logic 


of increasing efficiency or the industrialization process* Thus, it is 
the imperatives of modern industry (not capitalist relations of pro¬ 
duction or the functional requisites of all societies) that generates a 
class of economic decision makers who have essential control over 
the economy. This is true regardless of whether or not they are 
private capitalists with legal ownership rights in corporations, or 
state administrators with only de facto control. Most of these theo¬ 
rists would argue, using such a conception of class, that there is a 
convergence in the class structures of the Soviet Union and China 
and the advanced capitalist countries such as the United States. 
Such technological determinists argue that the imperatives of modern 
industrial technology necessarily produce a professional stratum of 
scientists and engineers, a lower class of “continuous process" 
workers to look after the increasingly automated machinery, as well 
as a (growing) class of personal service workers and lower level 
white-collar workers to staff the growing offices and administrative 
centers. 

Nicos Poulantzas 

There are a number of theorists close to the Marxist tradition 
who define class in large part in terms of the technical division of 
labor, rather than, as does traditional Marxism, purely in terms of 
the relations of production. Undoubtedly the most influential of these 
is Nicos Poulantzas.t Poulantzas defines class in terms of three 
dimensions. The first dimension is “economic”: whether or not one’s 
labor is productive or nonproductive. By productive labor, Poulantzas 
means labor that both directly produces material wealth and is 
exploited (or produces surplus value). i.e-. the difference between 
what the laborer produces and what the worker is paid goes to the 


♦There are some theorists who share the technological deternumst view of the 
reproduction of classes, but who do not define classes in terms of positions wtthm the 
technical division of labor. For example, Gerhard Lenski, who .e , n 

in terms of relationships of force or institutionalized power, argues that 
technology will be the most important single determent of vanattons m distribution 

tPoulantzas' work on class should be understood as !E ° 

traditional Marxist idea that the leading revolutionarv ag ® n ' Malletoo the one 
trial proletariat against such theorists as Andre Go« «£Sg*«“£*£ 
hand who argue that it is now the more is 

hand, those theorists such as Frantz Fanon and He __ onm-resed and poorest 

now the excluded sector, the “lumpen proletariat or the mo °PP 

segments of society. 
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one who purchases the worker’s labor power. The second dimension 
is "Ideological”: whether or not one’s labor is mental or manual, i,e. t 
whether or not one has knowledge of the production process or 
merely executes processes controlled and understood by others. The 
third dimension is “Political”: whether or not one supervises or 
controls labor power in the production process. The political criterion 
is very close to what Marxists traditionally have meant by “relations 
of production,” but the first two {the economic and the ideological) in 
fact describe different positions within the technical division of labor; 
namely the character of one's output {material or not), and one’s level 
of knowledge of the production process (mental or manual labor), It 
should be noted that what Poulantzas labels as the economic has 
components of both the technical division of labor {what is produced) 
and the relations of production (whether or not one is exploited) (see 
Poulantzas 1974, pt. 3). 

Poulantzas includes in the capitalist class: those positions that 
have legal economic ownership rights in production: those positions 
that have “real” economic ownership (de facto power to assign the 
means of production to given uses and to dispose of the product 
obtained) although they do not have legal title; and those that have 
only possession of the means of production (the capacity to put the 
means of production into operation, or actual control over the physi¬ 
cal operation of production), even when they do not exercise real 
economic ownership (i.e., de facto control). 

Poulantzas considers corporate managers to be part of the capi¬ 
talist class, not because they fundamentally control the means of 
production, but rather because of the social /unctions they perform 
(Poulantzas 1974, p. 180). He goes on to define the heads of the state 
apparatus as also part of the bourgeoisie since they too perform 
capitalist class /unctions (Poulantzas 1974, p. 187). 

Poulantzas categorizes the working class as those positions 
which: produce surplus value in the process of material production, 
do not have authority over the production process, and do not have 
general technical knowledge of the production process. Any position 
that does not fulfil! all three of these criteria is considered part of the 
"new petty bourgeoisie.” That is, positions that do not produce 
surplus value in producing material goods; or have authority over 
production; or have generalized technical knowledge are in the new 
petty bourgeoisie, not the working class. In good part, then, the 
category new petty bourgeoisie is a residual category for Poulantzas. 
It includes all employees who do not fit into either the capitalist class 
(the lower level managers) or the working class (such as clerical and 
sales workers, service workers, technicians, and foremen). Service, 
commercial, sales, and clerical workers are considered to be part of 


the new petty bourgeoisie since even while they are exploited lack 
control over the production process, and engage in menial rather 
than mental labor, they do not perform “productive laboT ” i e they 
perform a different function in the technical division of tabor than do 
true workers.* 


A Critique of Class Categorization 
by the Technical Division of Labor 

Class conceptualizations in terms of the technical division of 
labor, such as those of the political sociology tradition (e.g., Hamil¬ 
ton), Poulantzas, and the Ehrenreichs must in the last analysis be 
evaluated in terms of how useful they are in allowing us to predict 
the behavior of various groups. To define groups as in the same class 
suggests that such groups generally have more in common than 
groups located in different class positions. The validity of the 
manual/nonmanual distinction (used by Hamilton and Poulantzas), 
whether or not material goods are produced (a criterion used by 
Poulantzas), and whether or not a group functions to reproduce class 
relations (a criterion used by the Ehrenreichs) must be judged by 
whether or not such criteria result in the specification of analytically 
useful class categories. 

If clerical, sales, and commerical workers (all non manual and 
non producers of material goods) generally share the social character¬ 
istics of and tend to behave politically more like professionals and 
managers (also nonmanual, nonproducers) more than industrial 
workers, then it is valid to make a manual/nonmanual (and a 
productive/nonproductive) dichotomy. If this is not true, such a 
categorization obscures rather than assists class analysis, In fact, a 
prima facie case can easily be made that, at least in the latter years 
of the twentieth century, most office and sales workers, and certainly 
most service workers, share both the conditions of labor and the 


‘Another contemporary influential Marxian categorization of class structure is 
that of Barbara and John Ehrenreich. who argue: "The relations which define class 
arise from the place occupied by groups in the broad social division o. a r. an torn 
the basic patterns of control over access to the means of production and ot appropn 
tion of the social surplus" <1979, p. 11). They go on to define the 
managerial class as "consisting of salaried mental workers who do not ovmi ttemans 
of production and whose major function in the socia ® dass rela- 

described broadly as the reproduction of capitalist culture an rp > - 

lions" (1979, p. 12), Thus, like Poulantzas. the Ehrenreichsmcorpo _ ^ 

of relations of production and elements of the technics ' mi *V. . 
dass definitions (see Szymanski. 1979 b fora critique of the Ehrenreichs argument,. 
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social and political characteristics of industrial workers more than 
thev share he conditions of labor, soctal characteristics .and pohttcal 
tendencies of professionals and managers. Most types of nonsupervt- 
sory/nonprofessional employees hare generally similar fetation, of 
S3Sn therefore fundamental categor.aal.ons m terms of manual/ 
nonmanual such as those of Hamilton and Poulantaas are not useful 
h rikewise with Poulantzas' distinction of production of mater,al 
L£, There is little reason to believe that the act of producing 
material things rather than services has fundamental effects on soctal 
characteristics or political tendencies, or that (again in the latter part 
the twentieth century) such labor is in fact usually performed 
under nualitativelv different conditions than most industrial labor. 
R«h productive and nonproductive laborers have generally similar 
SSiTSRuction and this can be expected to develop broadly 
similar consciousness. It is the same with the Ehrenreichs dichob 
omization around reproduction of capitahst relationships. If it is valid 
to define a class in terms of whether or not their function is to 
reproduce class relations, then it is valid to define workers in muni¬ 
tions industries out of the working class because their labor allows 
the capitalists to maintain a world empire, i.e.. because their eco¬ 
nomic function is to reproduce capitahst class relations, just as surely 
as it is that of the professionals who propagate ideology. 

SUBJECTIVIST CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF CLASS 

Talcott Parsons, the most influential idealist sociologist in post- 
World War II American sociology’, defines a class as a plurality o 
kinship units that have approximately the same status or, alterna 
tively, an aggregate of such units, individual and/or collective, t at 
in their own estimation and those of others in the society occupy 
positions of approximately equal status {Parsons 1940, 1949). I e 
units of a class are families, families which evaluate themselves as 
more or less equal in relation to other sets of families (i.e., classes) 
which they regard as either socially or morally inferior or superior to 

themselves (i.e., have equal “status”). 

Robin Williams, another influential post-World W ar II American 
sociologist, defines class as follows: “The distribution of privileges ... 
begins to take on full sociological meaning only when it is r ^ ate ° t0 
prestige rankings, social-interaction groupings and beliefs and values 
held in common. We shall use the term ‘social class' to refer to an 
aggregate of individuals who occupy a broadly similar position in the 
scale of privilege’’ (Williams 1960, p. 98). 

For Parsons and Williams it is the collective feelings a set oi 
people have about themselves and other sets of people, i.e., their 
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subjective consciousness and identifications, that define class. This 
mode of defining and identifying class is a popular one in contem¬ 
porary American sociology and has been “operationalized" by both 
those (the purely subjective idealists) who try to establish the class 
of individuals through asking people themselves what class they are 
a part of, and by others who use a “reputational method” of asking 
acquaintances and members of a community what class they think 
certain other individuals are in. 

The subjectivist-functionalist tradition of Parsons and Williams 
as well as the self-definitional and reputation approaches to estab¬ 
lishing class to which they are tied frame class evaluation in terms 
of “higher,” “middle,” and “lower." They assume an essential con¬ 
tinuum of class position from the “lowest" to the “highest” with no 
natural cut off points as well as that classes are not organic or active 
social units. Each researcher normally draws their own boundaries 
among what are considered as either statistical aggregates or passive 
groupings. 

Marxian Subjectivist Categorizations of Class 

There are other traditions that share with Parsonian idealism a 

subjective definition of class (in terms of ^ 

This is true of both the school that is sometimes referred to as 
“Hecelian Marxism” as well as some highly empiricist Marxians 
such as E p. Thompson (both of which define class essentially in 

terms of class consciousness).* 


•While Georg Luckas is often cited as Hegelian of 

class, even in his early and most l " “5" Addas': consciousness in understanding 
production (even while he emphasized the rote ot class consciu 

the behavior of classes): 


Bourgeoisie and proletariat are ** °^CTce and ent, ^ v 
dependent £ ASXrt " ^ * 


^ .. 4 the proletariat 1 a Pf *ars * *£*£35 thVmdSaU^ 
societal events. In every ‘‘spec. . own |jf e he finds this to he an 

imagines himself to be, immediacv of hi® existence, ipp-165-66i- 

illusion that is destroyed by the immediacy 


And like the rest of the Marxist ^ “ous that is an 

class objectively defined (a class «« and a class 


active historical force: 
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Only, when the consciousness of the proletariat is able to point out the road 
along which the dialectics of history is objectively impelled, but which it 
cannot travel unaided, will the consciousness of the proletariat awaken to a 
consciousness o l the process, and only then will the proletariat become the 
identical subject object of history whose praxis will change reality (1967, p. 

197). 

Luckas, in fact, presents one of the stronger materialist statements of the mean- 
ing of class copiousness within the orthodox Marxist tradition. He insists on defining 
class consciousness not in terms of either individuals' or class's actual consciousness, 
but rather in terms of its rationally ^imputed" consciousness, which he argues actu¬ 
ally determines its behavior: 

By relating consciousness to the whole of society it becomes possible to infer 
the thoughts and feelings which men would have in a particular situation if 
they were able to assess both it and the interests arising from it in their 
impact on immediate action and on the whole structure of society. . . . Now 
class consciousness consists in fact of the appropriate and rational reactions 
"imputed" to a particular typical position in the process of production. This 
consciousness is. therefore, neither the sum nor the average of what is 
thought or felt by the single individuals who make up the class. And yet the 
historically significant actions of the class as a whole are determined in the 
last resort by this consciousness and not by the thought of the individual. . . 
0967. p. 51). 

Antonio Gramsci, sometimes cited as having a subjectivist conception of class, 
also defined class in terms of relations of production. Gramsci, drawing the traditional 
Marxist distinction between an active class, conscious class and a class that is a mere 
object of historical forces, discusses the process of developing class consciousness. He 
specifies social classes as based in their role in economic production: 

Every social class, coming into existence on the original basis of an essential 
function in the world of economic production, creates within itself, organ- 
ically, one or more groups of intellectuals who give it homogeneity and 
consciousness of its function not only in the economic field but in the social 
and political field as well. . . (1959, p, 118). 

In speaking about the potentials of the proletariat as a ruling class Gramsci 
argues that it must develop a class consciousness of itself, without suggesting that 
such a consciousness is a part of the definition of the proletariat: 

The proletariat, in order to be able to rule as a class, must rid itself of all 
corporative hangovers, of all syndicalist prejudices and incrustations, .. 

The metalworkers, the joiners, the builders, etc,, must not only think as 
proletarians and no longer as metalworkers, joiners or builders, but they 
must take a step forward: they must think as members of a class which 
aims at leading the peasants and the intellectuals, of a class which can 
conquer and build socialism only if aided and followed by the great majority 
of these social strata, If it does not do this, the proletariat does not become a 
leading class. . . (1959, p, 36), 


Thompson (1963) is probably the most influential contemporary 
Marxian taking such an approach. In his work The Making of the 
English Working Class, he argues: 

* ■ ■ by class I understand an historical phenomenon, unifying a 
number of disparate and seemingly unconnected events, both in the 
raw material of experience and in consciousness, I emphasize that it 
is an historical phenomenon. I do not see class as a “structure" nor 
even as a “category " but as something which in tact happens... in 
human relationships.... 

And class happens when some men, as a result of common 
experiences (inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of 
their interests as between themselves, and as against other men 
whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs. 

The class experience is largely determined by the productive rela¬ 
tions into which men are bom—or enter involuntarily. Class con¬ 
sciousness is the way in which these experiences are handled in 
cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-systems, ideas and 
institutional forms. If the experience appears as determined, class 
consciousness does not. We can see a logic in the responses of 
similar occupational groups undergoing similar experiences, but we 
cannot predicate any law. Consciousness of class arises in the same 
way in different times and places, but never in just the same way 
(pp. 9, 10). 

Class is defined by men as they live their own history, and in 
the end, this is the only definition (p. 11). 

Stanley Aronowitz offers a similar subjectivist definition of class. 
He argues that a set of people form a class only when they are class 
conscious and politically active: 


The formation of a group of people within the social structure must 
be one that involves the following characteristics if they are to 
constitute a class: (1) They must enter into “manifold relations as 
a consequence of the development of (a) means of communication, tb.i 
division of labor, and (c) a certain level of material culture that 
allows social intercourse; (2) they must have a separate mode ot ite 
interests and cultural formation that brings them into conflict wit 
other classes; and (3) they must represent themselves politically, 
that is, speak in their own name (Aronowitz 1979. p. 21/). 


Adam Przeworski offers one of the most extreme, subjectivist 
efinitions of class, defining class solely in terms of co ‘ 

fication and organization. He argues that classes do n£ « ^ ^ 
hey have a common ideology and are politically active., 
onsciousness or ideology is prior to class formation. 
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class struggle is a struggle about class before it is a struggle among 
classes" (1976 p. 28). He goes on to argue: 

... it is necessary to emphasize that classes are not prior to their 
organization: the concept of class organization does not mean that 
classes are given as such and only then organized, but, to the 
contrary, that classes appear as historical subjects only when they 
are organized, only when carriers of relations of production form 
social relations characterized by shared collective identification and 
organization. .. (Przeworski 1976. p. 32). 

Although they offer essentially subjective definitions of class, 
authors such as Thompson, Aronowitz, and Przeworski reflect the 
influence of the Marxist tradition in situating their definitions 
within a framework where relations of production still play a role. 
But all those in the Marxian subjectivist tradition see classes (even 
though conditioned by economic factors) as essentially primary for¬ 
mations. Classes are seen as in good part uncaused by antecedent 
social forces. Class consciousness is then in essence the result of 
historical accident, individual intervention, will, unique combinations 
of events, spontaneity, or political strategy. 

Those who define class in terms of class consciousness, unlike 
those in the subjectivist tradition within mainstream sociology (such 
as Talcott Parsons) see classes as organic units of societies, not as 
continuums. Further, they see these organic units of society, perhaps 
more than any other perspective, as the primary social actors in 
society and in the making of history. Last, the Marxian subjectivist 
mode of class definition sees classes existing only at certain periods 
and places. If workers or peasants identify themselves primarily in 
terms of their religion or nation, rather than as classes with class 
interests, they are not considered to be classes (and consequently 
society can not be considered to be class stratified). 

A Critique of the Subjectivist Conceptualizations o! Class 

Both the mainstream sociological and Marxian subjectivist con¬ 
ceptualizations of class suffer from the inability to understand where 
class consciousness, shared class beliefs and identifications, or pres¬ 
tige comes from. By taking classes as more or less given by their 
ideas and behavior, such approaches mystify the processes of class 
formation and transformation, thereby obscuring rather than clar¬ 
ifying the social forces at work in generating class structure (as well 
as the future transformation of classes). This problem is most serious 
for those schemata that consider people to be in whatever class they 


that use the reputational method" (allowing one's acquaimaJe^ 
define one s class). At least theorists like Parsons have an «£» 
t,on. however inadequate, of why there are different levels of prestige 
and why there are common identifications (which they then use to 
account for the existence of classes). While some useful information 
can be gleaned from what someone’s reputation is, or even from 
what people s self-conceptions are, the basic question of what people 
really are. and further why and how they are that way, are not 
considered within the framework of most subjectivists. The fact that 
some factory workers think of themselves (or have others think of 
them) as middle class and others as lower or working class is 
considered to be more fundamental than the fact that they have 
identical relations of production—a claim that can not be empirically 
supported. 


To maintain that a group of workers or peasants are a religious 
or national group instead of essentially a class just because thev 
conceive of themselves and their activities primarily in terms of 
Christianity, Protestantism, Islam, Judaism, black nationalism, being 
white, and so on is to miss the essence of most struggles that have 
occurred since the origin of class society. The superficial acceptance 
of historical actors' self-definitions would lead an analysis of the 
struggle in northern Ireland between the poorer and more marginal 
working class and the propertied and the skilled working class to 
conclude that it was the Protestants fighting the Catholics about 
religion: an analysis of the Lebanonese civil war between the poorer 
workers and peasants and the propertied and middle classes to con¬ 
clude that it was essentially a religious war over the principles of 
Islam and Maronite Christianity; and an analysis of “racial" conflicts 
in the United States to the conclusion that they were really about 
whites’ not liking blacks. 

To abandon the analytical power of Marxist objective class 
analysis for subjectivist conceptions of class is to give up the ability 
to analyze history. In understanding how class structure or the 
economy operates, the potential for political consciousness developing, 
“religious,” “racial,'' and “national" struggles, the general motion of 
a society, and so on, one would be foolish to rely on people’s images 
(or self-images) rather than on reality. 

Those in the Marxian tradition who share the subjectivist view 
of class tend to criticize the mainstream Marxist tradition for 
“determinism" (by which they seem to really mean fatalism, or the 
feeling that since things are lawfully determined one can not influ¬ 
ence the historical process). They often seem to think they are laying 
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the basis for revolutionary transformation by "freeing” the working 
classes from such determination through their conceptualizations. 
Revolution or continued oppression then, in their eyes, is not a 
matter of objective conditions, but rather a matter of will and organ¬ 
ization. By logical extension the poor are to be blamed for their 
poverty since they lack the will to change their condition. Lack of 
success is a result of bad strategy, failure to seize the moment, or 
lack of will, not historical processes. 

Marxian subjectivism fails to grasp the distinction between 
fatalism and the lawfulness of human behavior, Marxism has always 
argued that people revolt (and are successful at revolution) because of 
a conjuncture of historical forces (including degree of oppression, 
delegitimation crises, a leading class with the ability and vision to 
carry through the revolutionary process, and so on), i.e., that revolu¬ 
tion is completely lawful, while at the same time, an active interven¬ 
tion in history. Marxism sees no contradiction between historical 
materialism (determinism) and active intervention. Intervention by 
classes and parties is not random or willful, but rather a product of 
historical forces, forces that behave in an understandable and pre¬ 
dictable (not arbitrary, random, or mystical) fashion. 

The failure to grasp the importance of objective historical forces 
in generating class consciousness and political behavior has generally 
been associated with two kinds of political mistakes. The first is 
what has been called "adventurism” or “ultraleftism." If the success 
or failure of a political intervention or revolution is a product of will, 
organization, discipline, and so on (rather than objective conditions), 
stronger will, discipline, and so on should be able to change society at 
any time (or at least in a much wider variety of circumstances than 
has generally been thought possible). The second mistake is demoral¬ 
ization. If the working class does not actively intervene to change 
history, if it is not acting as a progressive force, then the working 
class itself is to blame. In fact, historically subjectivism has been asso¬ 
ciated with both the ultra-left (e.g., Weathermen, Baader-Meinhof, 
the Red Brigade, and so on), and academic nonactivist leftism (much 
of the Western intellectual Left of the 1970s). 


The Functionalist Theory of Class 

I alcott Parsons is a functionalist who feels that inequality in 
status is necessary in order for society to function effectively. He 
argues that: first, moral evaluation in terms of inferior and superior 
is a crucial aspect of people’s social behavior; second, different 
individual evaluations must agree if social order is to be possible, and 


hence if society is to operate in all of our interests raiW 
being a Hobbsian war of all against all- third ih? h h hefe 
individuals and tasks in terms rf i„ feriorjt ;. and ^ 

necessary to mot.vate people to perform the most important 
(and hence if society re to function in satisfying our needs)- and 
fourth, these socially necessary normalive rankings m sodaHim? 
ification (or he class system). Parsons then sees differential rank nL 
as necessary lor social stabdity and the adequate functioning of 3 
institutions (see Parsons 1940). * 300,31 

Parsons sees a necessity of a hierarchy of status (as well as of 
^® r „ and ^ ealtil ) m orf ter to motivate people to train for and 
skillfully perform the most difficult and important jobs in the society 
He sees a considerable differentiation in both the skills required, the 
relative social contribution of positions and competence (some abil¬ 
ities are rare, some positions require long and difficult training), and 
thus that society must channel the most able into the most import¬ 
ant jobs so that all of society benefits. Stratification and class are 
seen as the positive consequences of such social allocation. Those in 
top status positions are there because they benefit ail of society. 
Their top status (and high income and authority) is both the reward 
for their disproportionate contribution to the welfare of society, and 
is a functional necessity to get the job done, i.e., it is necessary to get 
their subordinates or social inferiors to perform the more menial and 
less important tasks. 


The functionalist argument about the universal necessity of 
social stratification or class inequality has been most sharply pre¬ 
sented by Kingsley Davis and Wilber Moore (1945). Similarly to 
Parsons, Davis and Moore argue that stratification and class are a 
necessary outcome of any viable society’s requirement of placing, 
recruiting, training, and motivating individuals in the social struc¬ 
ture. They argue: first, some positions in society are inherently more 
agreeable than others, and hence, if rewards of income, status, and 
power were equal, most people would gravitate to such positions 
independent of how important they were for society, leaving other, 
perhaps more important positions, unfilled; second, some positions 
require special talents or training (e.g., doctors require approximately 
eight years of college acquired at considerable expense and sacrifice 
to themselves and their families), thus inequalities in income, status, 
and power are necessary to motivate capable people to make the 
sacrifices necessary to acquire socially necessary training and skills: 
third, some positions are socially more important than others (e.g., 
doctors, scientists, top managers), and hence society must be sure to 
recruit the most capable people (e.g., there are a limited number of 
people with the natural ability to be good nuclear physicists or brain 
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surgeons) to these jobs by disproportionately rewarding them; fourth, 
everyone must be motivated to perform their job to the best of their 
ability, again, by rewarding better performance (and hence greater 
social contribution) with more money, status, and power. (It benefits 
all patients to have highly paid, and hence highly motivated, doctors 
treating them—even the very poor.) Stratification (or class structure) 
then is the differential reward structure socially necessary as an 
inducement to obtain properly qualified individuals correctly distri¬ 
buted in the occupational structure and to motivate them to perform 
well once there. 

The essential determinants of relative ranks of different social 
positions are then: first, the relative importance positions have for 
society, and second, the amount of talent the positions require. Davis 
and Moore discuss the actual income, status, and power rankings in 
society in terms of these two functional necessities, They argue that 
top religious leaders (popes, bishops, ministers, and so on) have very 
high status (and often considerable power and income as well), 
because of the great importance for society of religion (and hence 
good religious leadership) as a social cement or means of generating 
solidarity to keep society together (and people committed enough to 
their social institutions to make them work well). They argue that 
top political leaders (kings, presidents, members of Congress, 
Supreme Court justices, and so on) have especially large amounts of 
power (and typically high incomes and prestige as well) because of 
the tremendous importance of the state (and hence political leader¬ 
ship) in maintaining law and authority in the overall planning and 
direction of society. They argue that political action implies author¬ 
ity, i.e., that officials can only command effectively because they 
have respect, and that citizens obey (rightly) because they defer to 
those in authority, and hence law and order are maintained and 
society coordinated in the interests of all (i.e., stratification is in¬ 
herent in the nature of political relationships). Top economic leaders 
or businessmen have especially high incomes (and status and power) 
both because coordinating the production of wealth and introducing 
innovations is very important for society and because there is such a 
scarcity of really good economic organizers (entrepreneurs). Finally, 
they argue, scientists, engineers, and the like (who have command of 
technical skills and scientific knowledge) are functionally more im¬ 
portant for society than the average worker, but are not as important 
as religious, political, or economic leaders, since information and 
skills are never as important for society’s welfare as the "integration 
of goals" or general leadership and coordination. Hence, scientists, 
teachers, engineers, and so on, while having higher salaries and 
prestige than the average worker, receive less than society’s and 
economy’s top leadership receives. 


A Critique of Functionalist Theories of Class 

A number of fundamental criticisms can be raised against the 
functionalist argument about the causes of class inequality. The 
functionalist argument that some positions are more important to 
society than others, and especially their classification as the most 
important positions of top businessmen, religious leaders, kings, and 
politicians are especially open to attack. While it might or might not 
be true that society could operate without priests, politicians, kings, 
or capitalists, it certainly is true that society could not operate with¬ 
out agricultural workers, carpenters, textile workers, construction 
workers, transportation workers, and so on. In what sense can it be 
said that priests are more important to society than those who grow 
food? A society without working people would immediately collapse, 
while a society without priests, capitalists, and political rulers might 
find itself with leadership problems, but whether or not it could be 
organized efficiently without such people vs certainly an open ques¬ 
tion. Thus, any realistic appraisal of the relative importance of posi¬ 
tions in a society must rank such basic economic roles as food, 
clothing, and housing producers as the most important. 

Further, it should be noted that in such important activities as 
health care in large urban areas relatively low-paid garbage collectors, 
street sweepers, and exterminators actually play a more important 
role in keeping a city healthy than do highly paid medical specialists. 
A similar thing could be said about many other functionally impor¬ 
tant activities. We could imagine a society functioning without 
corporate lawyers, bankers, landlords, advertising executives, and 
brain surgeons, yet such people in capitalist society have the highest 
prestige, income, and power. In general it appears that those whose 
functional contribution to society is the most indispensable more 
often than not are the lowest paid, have the lowest status, and have 
the least power—quite the contrary of w r hat the functionalist theory 
predicts. 

The functionalist assumption about a scarcity of talent is ques¬ 
tionable. In fact, most jobs in society can be performed reasonably 
well by almost anyone if people are given the educational opportunities 
to learn the appropriate skills. It is a considerable exaggeration to 
argue that only a few people are born writh the ability to be success¬ 
ful businessmen, bishops, kings, or presidents. In fact, people earn 
leadership skills as well as technical knowledge. The educations an 
class system encourages such learned abilities in upper an u PP er 
middle class children, while discouraging them in working class 
children. Further, the amount of special skill or knowledge necessary 
in most jobs is grossly exaggerated by professional i eoogy. 
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profession spends considerable effort legitimating its privileges by 
appeals to arguments about tbe “difficulty” and “importance” of its 
contribution. For example, both the legal and medical professions are 
highly mystified. Every effort is made to claim a monopoly of special 
expertise in contrast to the alleged utter ignorance of the lay person. 
In fact, most practical medical skills can be learned by almost anyone 
within’ six months to a year, as has been demonstrated by training 
programs for medical paraprofessionals both in the U.S. military and 
by Chinese paramedics {“barefoot doctors”). 

The functionalist argument about the need to motivate people to 
undergo the “sacrifices” of extensive training is on especially weak 
ground. It is difficult to argue that students who attend four years of 
college and another four years of graduate or professional school at 
the expense of their parents or are on a state scholarship are sacrific¬ 
ing something compared to those who start menial work in a factory 
or office after graduating from high school. The flexibility and 
psychic rewards, the freedom from responsibility, and the opportun¬ 
ity for social and intellectual activity that student life provides all 
indicate that the problem for society is not how to motivate youth to 
go to college and professional school but rather how to keep them 
out. 

The functionalists are right that some jobs in society are inher¬ 
ently more agreeable than others, and thus, other things equal, there 
is in fact a tendency for people to go into more agreeable positions 
and avoid the least agreeable. However, the most agreeable positions 
are, for the most part, exactly those that also have the most (and not 
as the functionalist theories should predict the least ) prestige, income, 
and power. A consistent application of the functionalist logic would 
lead one to expect that the inherently most menial and boring jobs, 
such as dishwasher, garbage collector, agricultural stoop laborer, coal 
miner, assembly-line worker, and so on would be precisely the highest 
paid and highest status jobs in the society. This is because the 
individuals with such positions must be compensated for undertaking 
the inherently least rewarding jobs. Positions such as political 
leaders, college teachers, research scientists, economic decision 
makers, and so on that have the highest level of job satisfaction and 
in which many people would happily remain employed at a consid¬ 
erable reduction in income rather than undertake menial physical 
labor should be the lowest paid and lowest in prestige. That the 
functionalist theory predicts the opposite of what is in fact the case 
is a major challenge to its validity in explaining contemporary class 
society. 

The strongest point of the functionalist argument would seem to 
be its discussion of inequality as a reward for performance within a 
given position, i.e., to motivate people to perform to their utmost. 


Indeed, socialist societies such as the USSR in the late urn. 

.‘"£ 1968 ' China after 5 *o 5EJS£2hSS 

introduced greater income inequality (or at leas, InaJS 

incentives) after periods of experimenting with radical income Zat 
of y workers, 0nSe *° °' i ” SUffidCTt or tnodSt 

However the amount of inequality, especially in incmne, that 
exists in contemporary class societies (or indeed in any traditional 
class society) seems to be far more than would be necessary to 
nitre v motivate effective performance. One would think that a range 
of income of three or four times from the lowest paid to the highest 
paid within industrial sectors (such as exists in countries like China 
and the Soviet Union) would be sufficient to motivate even the most 
money-conscious individuals to perform to their maximum under 
pain of loss of income, and with hope of promotion (and increase of 
income). It is difficult to imagine someone who was money conscious 
shirking because he or she was earning only S10.000 a year, since by 
working harder he or she could "only” earn $25,000. The fact that 
the income spread between top business people with incomes over $1 
million a year and the lowest paid workers in the United States with 
incomes of less than $7,000 is on the order of 150 to 1 suggests that 
most income (and prestige) inequality is not a result of any func¬ 
tional necessity to motivate people. The annual rate of increase in 
productivity and the overall rate of economic growth in the Soviet 
Union has consistently been at least double that of the United States, 
even though the spread between the top and bottom income tenths in 
the USSR is approximately four times, w'hile that in the United 
States is approximately twelve times. 

Further, it is a mistake for the functionalists to think that it is 
only competitive or scarce goods such as income, power, or even 
status (higher or lower than someone else’s) that can or does motivate 
people to do a good job. People are motivated as well by inherent joy 
in work, by the inherent pride of doing a good job, by a sense of 
social duty in performing for others, by the fear of informal social 
sanctions such as ridicule if one shirks or produces a shoddy product, 
by the promise of approval and praise if one, does welI. Indeed, 
preclass society did quite well, without significant differences in 
wealth, power, or even status, in motivating people to perform their 
economic functions. 

But this said there is considerable validity in this part of the 
functionalist argument. The development of classes out of primitive 
equalitarian society resulted in a considerable expansion of the pro¬ 
ductivity of society. This wealth resulted in a leisure class that 
produced the first science, written literature, and formal art. In fact, 
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thf> drive of the early slaveowners to increase their wealth had the 
con^uence of producing Greek culture. The striving to increase 
nrofTand expand their individual wealth motivated the early capi al- 
ists to build factories and industrialize Europe, thus aying he 
material basis tor a considerable increase ,n general material living 
standards, an improvement in life expectancy the growth of science, 
and so on. which has occurred in the period^ 

Likewise the spectacular economic growth of the European socialist 
cJumries in the twentieth century has been in part based on mam- 
taining income differentials to motivate workers. . , 

But the functionalist interpretation of these events ts ahistoncal. 

It argues both that human nature is unchanging in its desire to 
maximize scarce goods, such as income or wealth and that what i 
functional for society at point a is also func tonal at point b. Bu 
what motivates people is very much a social and an historical 
product, and the effect of a given process, such as the maximization 
of the income and wealth of a class of private capitalists on society 
can at one™ mt be most beneficial for most people, while at another 
future time become most detrimental, i.e., contradictions can develop 
in a process that transform it from being functional to dysfunc¬ 
tional ” Thus, it can be argued that the pursuit of private profit in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was essentially func¬ 
tional since it increased living standards, advanced science and so 
on but since that time that it has become a dysfunctional force for 
most of society by generating war, environmental destruction, depres¬ 
sion and unemployment, poverty, technologically unnecessary bonng 
work, and so on, i.e., that capitalism now undermines, rather than 
facilitates, the satisfaction of society’s basic economic and cultural 
needs. Yet the amount of inequality in society has not decreased in 
correspondence to the increasingly dysfunctional operation of profit 

maximization. , . , 

Critiques of the functionalist argument often emphasize the 
ways that inequality hinders the operation of an effective economy. 
They maintain that class inequality means that the children ot the 
higher classes tend to acquire the necessary skills and resources an 
thus tend to monopolize society’s top positions. They have the best 
education. They inherit their parents’ fortunes. They have intellect¬ 
ual and other stimulation in the home that gives them the motivation 
to succeed. On the other hand, children of the poor, no matter how 
“innately intelligent’' are discriminated against in education, beaten 
down when they show initiative and creativity, and are pressuredto 
start work early to support themselves. Thus, stratification, rat er 
than facilitating the discovery of and the channeling of the^mos 
talented people into the most important positions tends to make the 
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best paying and most powerful positions in large part hereditary 
Consequently, to society’s detriment, less qualified people are put in 
such positions than would be the case if there was true competition 
among the children of all {see Tumin, 1953). 

Class inequality is also dysfunctional for society in that in order 
to make the working classes reasonably compliant and satisfied in 
their positions (a requisite of social stability), workers develop a low 
self-image of themselves while their initiative and creativity are 
blocked. Often they just follow orders while soldiering (doing the 
least work that can be gotten away with), rather than committing 
themselves totally to their work as they would if they controlled 
their labor and its product. 

Class inequality also tends to generate class hostility of the poor 
against the rich, manifested in strikes, riots, rebellions, and other 
forms of resistance on the one hand, and in conservative and fascist 
ideologies on the other {to defend the existing distribution of power 
and wealth). The economic disruption caused by the resistance of the 
oppressed as well as the repression and obstacles to progress that are 
the consequence of the latter ideologies would appear to be clear 
negative aspects of the inequality of class society, in terms of max¬ 
imizing its product. 


SOME CONTEMPORARY MARXIST VARIATIONS 

There have been a number of attempts to modify traditional 
Marxist class analysis within the framework of class as a relationship 
of production. These modifications attempt to take into account 
developments in class structure that have occurred since the turn of 
the century. Two of the more influential of these have been those of 
new working class/expanded working class theory and of Erik 
Wright. 


Expanded Working Class/New Working Class Theory 

Expanded working class/new working class theorists define the 
working class solely by the wage relation, and thus t aa 
no matter how well paid, no matter how much technical knowledge, 
no matter whether or not they produce surplus value, no matter , 
much authority in production (short of fundamental' 
part of the working class because they are employ^ ^ 
thus lack real economic ownership. This tra > ion us tedmi- 
only industrial, service, clerical, and sales wor e • doctors 

dans, engineers, scientists, university professors, employed doctors 
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and lawyers, government officials, and lower and middle level cor¬ 
porate management in the working class. 

This analysis first achieved popularity in France in the early 
1960s largely through the works of Serge Mallet (1975) and Andre 
Gorz (1967). It then achieved considerable currency in the student 
movement in both Europe and the United States during the late 
1960s. This notion of an “expanded working class” (the “old” plus 
the “new” working class) became the class analysis of such Amer¬ 
ican leftist organizations as the New American Movement and the 
journal Socialist Review (formerly Socialist Revolution). Perhaps the 
best statement of the position that it is the wage relation which 
defines class is that of Francesca Freedman: “. . . the wage-relation- 
ship, the instrument of the production of surplus value, becomes the 
worker’s economic relation to society” (1975, p. 49). Freedman argues 
that virtually everyone in contemporary capitalist society is in one of 
the two great classes: 

With the generalization and development of capitalist production 
society is. as Marx predicted, more and more divided into two great 
classes, bourgeoisie and proletariat. . . , The other social classes 
under capitalism, the farmers and the petite bourgeoisie, have been 
more and more pressured out of existence by the power of capital 
(1975, p. 51). 

Expanded working class theorists generally go so far as to 
include lower and middle level management in the working class as 
its highest “vertical sector” or faction and engineers and employed 
scientists and university professors as its most educated and skilled 
“horizontal sector” (see Freedman 1975, pp. 63-65). 

Although the theorists of the new working class/expanded work¬ 
ing class argue that the common bond of receiving a wage or salary 
means that all those who do share a common class position vis-a-vis 
those who do not in the most fundamental sense have more in 
common with each other than with the capitalist class, they gener¬ 
ally go on to argue that there are significant differences or factions 
within the expanded working class that are generated by the logic of 
the capital accumulation process (see Freedman 1975, p. 51). 

Among expanded or new working class theorists there are differ¬ 
ences about which sector of the proletariat is potentially the most 
active in its opposition to the capitalist class. There seem to be 
essentially three positions: first, those (such as Serge Mallet and 
Andre Gorz) who argue that it is the technical and most highly 
educated employees; second, those (such as Freedman) who suggest 
that it is clerical, sales, and service workers; and third, those (such 


as the Socialist Review and the New American Movement) that argue 
that one can expect no sector of the expanded working class to 
necessarily be the most actively anticapitalist. 

Although for expanded working class theory the mode of con¬ 
ceptualizing class structure is similar to that of Karl Marx it is 
inadequate as an analytical tool to describe and predict the behavior 
of classes. As became apparent to the mainstream Marxist tradition 
over the course of the twentieth century, to include managers and 
employed professionals with industrial and clerical workers as part 
of the working class implies that managers and employed profes¬ 
sionals are essentially similar in life style, consciousness,'and so on, 
and have essentially similar interests with industrial workers and 
thus should be expected to behave socially and politically in essen¬ 
tially the same manner. Historical experience came to show that 
such groups are in fact socially more closely integrated with the 
traditional petty bourgeoisie (and at least the higher level managerial 
stratum, closely oriented politically to the capitalist class). 

At the same time, again and again, whether in the advanced 
capitalist countries (France in 1968 and 1981), or in the less-devel¬ 
oped capitalist countries (El Salvador in the 1980s) the traditional 
working class continues to show that it is the most leftist of all 
classes, while people in managerial and most professional positions 
normally tend to rally behind the capitalist class. Throughout the 
world wherever a significant Left exists, it tends to be dispropor¬ 
tionately supported by the industrial working class (even when that 
Left has ceased to be revolutionary, e.g., in most of Western Europe 
in the 1960s and 1970s). 

Thus the conceptualization of classes in terms of de facto rela¬ 
tions of production (i.e., exploitation and control over labor power i 
rather than whether or not one has formal ownership rights in an 
enterprise (and thus technically receives a wage/salary or profits - 
rents) is the more useful analytical mode of class categorization. 
Such a conceptualization in fact gives us a picture of social structure 
that best allows us to distinguish essentia! similarities and differ¬ 
ences in ways that allow us to understand social and political 
behavior. 


rik Wright and Contradictory Class Locations 

Another influential contempotary attempt to modify traditional 
larxist class categoritation that attempts to incorporate etomts cJ 
..._thartt-icn; of the expanded working class, nev, 
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on the other is the schema of class categorization offered by Erik 
Wright. 

Wright sees three central processes underlying the capital-labor 
relationship that should thus serve as the basis for categorizing class 
structure: 

. . . control over the physical means of production; control over 
labour power; control over investments and resource allocation 
it must be stressed that these three processes are the real stuff of 
class relations in capitalist society . , , , 

The fundamental class antagonism between workers and cap¬ 
italists can be viewed as a polarization on each of these three 
underlying processes or dimensions: capitalists control the accumu¬ 
lation process, decide how the physical means of production are to 
be used, and control the authority structure within the labor 
process. Workers, in contrast, are excluded from the control over 
authority relations, the physical means of production, and the 
investment process. These two combinations of the three processes 
of class relations constitute the two basic antagonistic class loca¬ 
tions within the capitalist mode of production (1978. p. 73). 

Wright’s principal idea is to define “contradictory class loca¬ 
tions*’ as positions in the class structure that, unlike proletarian and 
capitalist positions, are inconsistent on the basis of the three class- 
producing processes defined above {see Wright 1978, p, 74). 

Wright sees three contradictory class locations intermediate 
between the capitalist class, the traditional petty bourgeoisie, and the 
proletariat. Between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat he sees a 
managerial position occupied by top managers, middle managers, 
technocrats, bottom managers, foreman, and line supervisors. All of 
these positions according to Wright are intermediate in the amount 
of control they have over the means of production and/or the labor 
power of others (middle managers, technocrats, and foremen), or 
which do exercise control over the physical means of production and 
labor power but do not have fundamental control over investments 
and resources (top managers). 

Between the traditional petty bourgeoisie and the proletariat 
Wright sees “semiautonomous employees” who lack control over the 
labor power of others, but who do have minimal control over the 
physical means of production and resource allocation. Included 
among semiautonomous employees are positions such as those of 
university professors and engineers: 

In their immediate work environment, they maintain the work 
process of the independent artisan while still being employed by 


capita? as wage labourers. They control how thev do their work and 
have at least some control over what they produce, A good example 
of this is a researcher in a laboratory or a professor in an elite 
university. Such positions may not really involve control over other 
people s labour power, yet have considerable immediate control over 
conditions of work (i.e., research). More generally, many white collar 
technical employees and certain highly skilled craftsmen have at 
least a limited form of this autonomy in their immediate work 
processes. Such minimal control over the physical means of produc¬ 
tion by employees outside of the authority hierarchy constitutes the 
basic contradictory location between the petty bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat (Wright 1978, p. 81). 


The positions of small employers intermediate between the 
bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie form the third contradictory 
class location Wright specifies. These are small employers whose 
family produces a significant proportion of their income through 
their involvement in production, but whose employees also produce a 
significant proportion (Wright 1978. p. 80). Wright estimates that 
this group includes those employers who have less than 10 to 50 
employees (1976, p. 90). 

Wright sees the proletariat and the capitalist classes as the ideo¬ 
logically and most politically consistent classes because of their 
consistency in the three class-forming processes. The occupants of 
the three contradictory locations on the other hand, because they are 
in contradictory positions are potentially mobilizable by either of the 
classes they are between (Wright 1978, pp. 105-9). 

Wright argues in the mainstream Marxist tradition that it is 
proletarians, those who lack control over labor power and the means 
of production regardless of their position in the technical division of 
labor—whether they produce surplus value, are skilled, do manual 
work, and so on—who are potentially the leading anticapitalist force 
in all capitalist societies. Thus, although Wright s categorization ot 
class is original, its central political prediction is identical to that of 
classical Marxism (unlike that of either the new working class theo¬ 
rists or Poulantzas). , 

A number of critiques can be raised of Wright s schema. Two o 
Wright’s class-producing processes would seem to reduce to the same 
thing (what Poulantzas labels “possession" of the means of produc¬ 
tion), namely: first, control over the physical means ot p uc ion. 
and second, control over labor power, it is difficult to see 
could control equipment without setting into motion n t .. co _ , 
labor power. Moreover, controlling labor power is, mtegrall]. and 
necessarily wrapped up with controlling equipment. ', '- - n 

can be done without tools?) Reflecting on this problem, there » an 
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inconsistency in Wright’s conceptualization. Wright (1978) changes 
(without comment) his textual definition of the two categories of 
possession, substituting "control over the labor power of others" for 
simply "control over labor." What control over the physical means of 
production in practice comes to mean is either control over the labor 
power of others or control over your own labor power. Wright’s 
reconceptualization on this point fails. There are two, not three, 
social processes comprising class relations: first, control over invest¬ 
ment resources, or what is produced (economic ownership); and 
second, operational control over labor power (in the limiting case, 
only your own), or how production occurs. When we employ a single 
dimension of the degree of control over labor power much of Wright’s 
claim for "contradictory" status for small employers and semiauton- 
omous employees evaporates, leaving small employers clearly in the 
lower rungs of the capitalist class and semiautonomous employees in 
a position very similar to that of the traditional petty bourgeoisie. 

Wright’s conceptualization has the problem of inconsistently 
using the term "contradictory locations.” Sometimes it is used in the 
sense of a position having one or two characteristics in common with 
the proletariat and one or two in common with the capitalist class; in 
other places it is used to mean a status consistently intermediate 
between two of the three basic classes of his class-defining variables. 
He categorizes small employers as in a contradictory location in good 
part because they are intermediate in control over the labor power of 
others. Middle managers are considered to be in contradictory loca¬ 
tions because they are intermediate in economic ownership and pos¬ 
session. Other locations are placed in contradictory locations because 
they are inconsistent on the dimensions of class, e.g., foremen and 
semiautonomous employees. It seems that Wright's notion is more 
powerful when used in the latter sense (i.e., the way in which he 
actually defines the concept). 

In the last analysis, as Wright himself argues when he talks 
about those in working class positions ultimately sharing an interest 
in socialism, the specification of class boundaries can only be 
resolved on the basis of how useful different definitions are in 
allowing us to understand and predict social phenomena (especially 
political struggles). There is no a priori reason why classes should be 
defined in terms of relations of production rather than in terms of 
income, SES, consciousness, or anything else, nor is there any a 
priori reason why there cannot be five, ten, or any number of classes 
(as well as intermediate positions). Questions of definition can only 
be resolved on the basis of usefulness in allowing us to both under¬ 
stand and change the world. Just as Wright applies this criterion to 
criticize Pouiantzas, so it too must be used to evaluate his notion of 
contradictory locations, 


The notion of contradictory locations suggests a coherence of 
sets of locations outs.de ol the three basic classes, while the “ore 
traditional attempt to pm virtually everyone into the three ba* 
dasses (plus the excluded sector or "lumpen proletariat.” a category 
Wright rejects) assumes a continuum within each of the three clashes 
and rather distinct boundaries between them (with only a relatively 
small number of positions or individuals truly ambiguous The 
validity of the two modes of class definition must'be decided in terms 
of how well they correspond to the actual distribution of relation* of 
production as well as on the basis of how well they allow us to 
understand social class formation and class struggle. It does not 
appear that the coherence and distinctiveness suggested by Wright in 
fact exists among semiautonomous employees, managers, or small 
employers. Neither does it appear that the case for a variety of 
qualitatively unique relations of production for each of these groups 
can stand. 

The traditional petty bourgeoisie is in a contradictory location 
par excellence. It is in a contradictory or inconsistent position in 
relation to the two basic classes because it has economic ownership 
and control over its own physical means of production, but does not 
have significant control over the labor power of others. If then the 
traditional petty bourgeoisie is considered to be in a contradictory 
location between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, there would 
seem to be little to distinguish it from the semiautonomous employ¬ 


ees who have at least minimal control over investment resources and 
control over their physical means of production without controlling 
the labor of others, and middle level managers and technocrats who 
are intermediate in the three dimensions.* While "independent" 
small businessmen have legal ownership of their property, they are 
typically so hemmed in by the banks to which they are in debt, their 
suppliers, and the laws of capitalist markets that they in fact have 
only limited real economic ownership and control over their physical 
means of production, thus making them more or less equivalent to 
middle level managers or semiautonomous employees in this regard. 
More often than not, employed middle managers and technocrats 
tend to have diluted or partial control over a large mass of invest- 


•The traditional petty bourgeoisie is not , as Wright suggests, part of a precapua - 
ist mode of production (although it had its historical origins in such J m ^er. 1 ■*- 
today fully integrated into and virtually completely a part o. the capita ist m c 
Independent farmers buv virtually all of their supplies from corporations a se mo. 
of their produce directly or indirectly to other corporations. Independent 
likewise serve as outlets for the produce of the corporations In no sense do sue 
producers and distributors today form an autonomous economic system. 
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ments, physical means of production, and the labor power of others. 
While independent small businessmen have a higher degree of control 
over their employees and assets, they control many fewer workers 
and much less in assets. The typical traditional petty bourgeois does 
have control over the labor-power of others even while most of their 
earnings come from their own labor power (i.e., wife, children, part- 
time help, and seasonal help are virtually essential aspects of work¬ 
ing a family farm or small shop). In summary, Wright’s contention 
that middle managers, technocrats, and semiautonomous employees 
are in qualitatively separate locations from the traditional petty 
bourgeoisie is not sustainable in Wright’s own terms. All of these 
groups must be considered a part of an expanded petty bourgeoisie 
with new or salaried and old, traditional, or independent components. 
It would seem that although there are some differences along the 
lines Wright points out between the rugged individualism of the 
traditional petty bourgeoisie and the careerism and noneconomic 
liberalism of the new petty bourgeoisie, a distinctive petty-bourgeois 
consciousness, life-style, intermarriage patterns, and politics does 
exist that in large part encompasses both of these groups, i.e., there 
is a distinctive class formation or social class based on these groups, 
rather than two or more distinctive ones each with its own distinctive 
consciousness, life-style, intermarriage patterns, customs, and politics. 
Middle managers, employed professionals, independent professionals, 
and most independent businessmen tend to feel socially comfortable 
with each other, relatively freely intermarry, live in similar neighbor¬ 
hoods, maintain basically similar life-styles, and so on, i.e., they tend 
to form into a single social class. 


methods of class categorization. e.g„ Dahrendorf. Wallenstein p™ 

only be made through a comprehensive empirical examinata of“ 
analytical power of each of the various alternatives. Definitive ev'al 
nations of the power of different modes of class categorisation and 
polmcal analysis can only be based on careful empirical evidence of 
the results of different modes of categorization and analysis in 
heightening, rather than obscuring, our understanding of social 
structures and political processes. The bulk of this book was an 
attempt to offer substantive support for the superiority of the 
Marxist claim in both of these regards. 


CONCLUSION 

The major alternatives to orthodox Marxist class categorization 
and its theory of reproduction of classes have been examined. Class 
categorizations in terms of generalized power, market position, the 
technical division of labor, and subjective factors as welt as alter¬ 
native conceptualizations in terms of relations of production have 
been examined and criticized. Also critiqued were theories of the 
origin and reproduction of class in terms of superior military force, 
superior organizational/ideological resources, and the necessity to 
realize the universal functional requisites of society. In each case, a 
tentative and summary critique was presented that maintained that 
the alternative categorizations and theorists are not as analytically 
adequate as the Marxist alternative. Special emphasis was given to 
critiquing the attempts to synthesize Marxism with the various other 
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